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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis consists of a design proposal for a 3,700-acre site situated on the Mississippi River 
floodplain in West Alton, Missouri. This public use site and migratory bird sanctuary is a 
complex of six usage areas actively managed by the United States Army Corps of Engineers 
[USACE] Rivers Project Office. Situated within the St. Louis metropolitan region within a 
naturally and culturally significant region referred to as the Meeting of the Great Rivers (or the 
Confluence Corridor), the site is easily accessible and offers visitors a firsthand opportunity to 
experience nature within the Mississippi River floodplain. The master plan addresses the site’s 
connectivity, readability, and usage issues, and integrates the site’s three main functions: 
restoration, recreation, and education, by addressing large-scale land planning issues (pedestrian 
accessibility) and site-scale design topics (interpretive trail concepts). A literature review was 
conducted covering regional and site-specific histories, as well as the field of interpretation. An 
analysis and proposal of the site’s current and potential function was based on staff and visitor 
interviews, site observation, and the Corps Rivers Project Master Plan.   
The mission of the enclosed proposal is to build out this public use site into a natural and 
cultural, heritage-based, outdoor regional destination center; to expand the site’s appeal and 
interest, ultimately attracting a diverse user base. The proposal presents a site- and regionally 
specific interpretive design to strengthen visitor connections with the resource of the Mississippi 
River, with the objective of increasing visitor comprehension of the Mississippi River system 
and ecosystem scale. The design reinforces river land connections; it features two key outdoor 
visitor centers/orientation areas, an extensive interpretive trail network outfitted with garden 
rooms and highlighted viewing areas, as well as a site-specific interpretive proposal. It acts as a 
collective outdoor extension of the neighboring National Great Rivers Museum and enhances 
regional nature-based tourism opportunities by showcasing the natural and cultural significance 
of the Mississippi River floodplain. The intended function of the project is to provide the 
USACE Rivers Project Office with (an information source) a narrative that builds the case for 
site development and describes the site’s untapped potential; the hope is that this research and 
design may be applied to make better planned development decisions in the future.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  
Who is the Client? 
The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) is a broad government agency that 
contributes to our waterways and adjacent operational lands and water. Its projects are 
both civil and military in nature. While commonly known as an engineering agency 
responsible for military assistance, flood control, and waterway navigation, it has evolved 
to provide several other services. USACE projects also encompass the fields of 
environmental management, restoration, recreation, and education. Additional focus was 
the direct result of increasing concern for more balanced project management (United 
States Army Corps of Engineers [USACE], 2007).These legislative and policy changes 
turned an agency once perceived for its lack of environmental interest into a more 
comprehensive environmental steward.  
 The USACE manages eleven million acres of land and waterways in the United 
States. Land is compartmentalized based on its location, function, and management. This 
paper will focus on a site within the Mississippi Valley Division (MVD) in the St. Louis 
District, in the region managed by the Corps of Engineers Rivers Project Office (USACE, 
2001). The MVD encompasses six districts, one of which, the St. Louis District oversees 
48,000 acres of land including 300 river miles in the lower portion of the Upper 
Mississippi River System, as well as the lower 80 miles of the Illinois River (Figure 1) 
(USACE, 2001). The Rivers Project Office is responsible for the management of 416 
river miles in the Mississippi, Illinois, Kaskaskia, and Cache Rivers, as well as 47,641 
acres of land and water in Missouri and Illinois. Within this land area, this thesis focuses 
on a specific site that covers approximately 3,700 acres (USACE, 2001).   
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Figure 1. Map outlining the USACE‘s Mississippi Valley Division land management area and highlighting 
the St. Louis District land area. 
 The project site is located in West Alton, Missouri, on the Mississippi River 
floodplain (Figure 2). It is a complex of adjacent management areas connected by an 
access road (Figure 3). From a location on site the USACE Rivers Project Office is 
overseen by project manager, Pat McGinnis, and a support staff. As manager, Pat is 
dedicated to improving the public‘s awareness of the USACE, and for making 
management decisions that best reflect the mission(s) of the Corp. Current site 
management is forward-thinking and motivated to establish strong connections to the 
community and to the area‘s resources. The site has untapped potential as a large, 
publicly accessible nature area adjacent to the Mississippi River and within the large 
metropolitan region of St. Louis. McGinnis has encouraged nature-based tourism 
meetings with the community, and Watchable Wildlife Inc., a non-profit organization 
dedicated to nature-based tourism development.  
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Figure 2. Map of the project site‘s location on the Mississippi River. 
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Figure 3. Map outlining the land area within the project site and the relationship to the access road as well 
as the surrounding roadways.    
What the Client Wants  
My relationship with the Rivers Project Office began with a one-semester studio project 
at the National Great Rivers Research and Education Center. My involvement included 
visiting additional lands across the river. The adjacent land area offered an outstanding 
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real design problem. With the encouragement of McGinnis, the bottomland site across the 
river from the National Great Rivers Research and Education Center became the subject 
site of this graduate thesis.  
 The initial project topic was to increase pedestrian site access and educational 
opportunities with the development of an interpretive trail system (P. McGinnis, personal 
communication, May 8, 2004). While initially viewed as a suitable project, conversations 
with Corps staff coupled with an understanding of their mission statement and site 
objectives reinforced the need to address broader site-scale issues prior to implementing 
such specific components as a trail. The Corps needed an overall site master plan and 
program in order to actualize their existing written master plan and make planned 
development decisions reflective of their goals and objectives. The trail system will be a 
fundamental component of realizing the master plan.  
 The Corp‘s intention has always been to make site changes that best fulfill their 
mission statement and goals outlined in the Rivers Project Master Plan (C. Deutsch, 
interview, July 20, 2004). This guide for regional management and development supports 
resource-compatible management practices. The three pillars of the Master Plan, 
restoration, recreation, and education, have specific relevance to the project site (USACE, 
2001). The main focus of the current site is restoration, while education and recreation 
have remained largely opportunistic. The goal of the Corps is to expand the site function 
from a restoration area with bird viewing and fishing opportunities into a site that would 
appeal to a larger public base.  As an environmental steward, the Corps recognizes the 
need to develop a balanced management program (P. McGinnis, personal 
communication, July 20, 2004).  
 Restoration efforts are guided by their stewardship mission; which ―is carried out 
by identifying and implementing management practices which insure the conservation, 
preservation and protection of resources for present and future generations‖ (USACE, 
2001, sec. 2, p. 12). According to the Corps, this balanced approach to site management, 
specifically their efforts to manage and protect the resource and wildlife, are the result of 
legislated mandates directly associated with the following legislation: Fish and Wildlife 
Coordination Act of 1934; Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918; Forest Cover Act of 1960; 
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National Environmental Policy Act of 1969; Endangered Species Act of 1973; and Clean 
Water Act of 1977 (USACE, 2001, sec. 1, p. 6).  
 Legislative efforts coupled with several river commission and countless river 
studies have continued to improve understanding of the river, further justifying the need 
for continued conservation, preservation, and protection practices.  Implementation often 
begins at the site scale, but in a system context. The Rivers Project Office‘s natural 
resource management objectives with direct relevance to the project site are listed below:  
· Enhance conservation and protection of fish and wildlife resources, 
including endangered species; 
· Manage the river in a manner as close to a ‗natural system‘ as 
possible (i.e., the way the river historically functioned prior to 
‗human-induced‘ changes); 
· Optimize resources, labor, and funds for protection and restoration 
of habitats; 
· Restore and protect the diversity on both open and forested public 
lands to assist with flood control, filtering of pollution, sediment 
reduction, improvement of fish and wildlife habitat, protection of 
endangered species, and to offset dramatic basin wide losses of 
wetland habitat. (USACE, 2001, sec. 6, p. 2).  
 Educational efforts also reflect their stewardship mission. The Corps is committed 
to improving public awareness of the significance of the resource, the active management 
of these resources, and the educational outreach efforts to advance knowledge and growth 
in the fields of math and science. The overall education mission is outlined in detail in the 
Interpretive Services and Outreach Program (ISOP) (USACE, 1996). Specific Rivers 
Project Office ISOP objectives applicable to the project site are listed here:  
· To achieve management objectives using interpretive techniques; 
· To provide environmental education to foster voluntary 
stewardship of natural, cultural, and created resources;  
· To incorporate the Corps Civil Works and military missions and 
accomplishments into interpretive programming;  
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· To enhance the visitor‘s experience and enjoyment by anticipating 
their needs and providing interpretive resources to meet those 
needs; 
· To increase availability of public lands for use as outdoor 
classrooms;  
· To foster a sense of proprietorship towards public lands by the 
general public. (USACE, 2001, sec. 2, pp. 14-15).  
 Stewardship and recreation practices are both applied at USACE lands and 
waterways. Recreation became a management function in 1944 with the passing of the 
Flood Control Act (USACE, 2001). In 1962 Senate Document 97 gave equal value to 
recreation in Corps projects (USACE, 2004). The Corps states, ―Maintaining and 
improving this access to public lands is a high priority‖ (USACE, 2001, sec. 2, p. 13). 
The following recreational objectives reflect this commitment:  
· To provide a quality outdoor recreation experience which includes 
an accessible, safe, and healthy environment for a diverse 
population of project visitors/users;  
· To increase the level of self-sufficiency for the Corps recreation 
program;  
· To optimize the use of leveraged resources to maintain and provide 
quality public experiences. (USACE, 2001, sec. 2, pp. 14-15).  
 Restoration, education, and recreation are central elements to the USACE Rivers 
Project Office study site, although they are not equally represented. This paper translates 
these functional objectives into a balanced proposal, thereby improving the site‘s function 
and appeal, as well as increasing its use and probability of repeat use. (P. McGinnis, 
interview, July 20, 2004). The proposal transforms the site to become a key regional 
outdoor visitor attraction (P. McGinnis, interview, July 20, 2004). The site is designed to 
establish a direct connection to the Mississippi River and the surrounding region with 
particular focus on public open space and water resource themed programming at the 
National Great Rivers Museum.  
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 The site proposal will collectively enhance the area‘s nature-based tourism 
opportunities once completed. Similar tourism programs are known to improve regional 
connections and bring additional revenue to neighboring communities. The Corps is 
committed not only to advancing nature-based recreation opportunities and visitor 
awareness of the resource, but also to improving regional economic opportunities 
(USACE, 2001). This is accomplished through cost-sharing partnerships, including a site 
partnership with Audubon‘s St. Louis chapter (P. McGinnis, interview, July 20, 2004). 
What the Author Wants 
This project will provide a site-specific solution, as a program and master plan, for the 
Corps land area in West Alton, Missouri. The primary objective is to develop a creative, 
practical response that reveals the site‘s hidden potential while also reflecting its 
constraints and the objectives of the Corps and the thesis. A secondary objective 
incorporates educational content throughout the site experience by applying the principles 
of interpretation in the design of the landscape. Another objective involves strengthening 
both the physical and functional connections within the site and with the Mississippi 
River.  
 The document will serve multiple purposes, with its primary use as a resource for 
the Corps Rivers Project Office. The project intends to provide an information source 
about site features and history and a source of inspiration and awareness about the site‘s 
potential.  It will be used as a tool to generate new and enhance existing partnerships and 
collaborative opportunities (P. McGinnis, interview, May 2004). The secondary use will 
be as an exemplar for landscape architecture students. The master plan for this public 
multi-use site offers large- and small-scale design solutions while working within the 
parameters of an actual client and site.    
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CHAPTER 2:  PROJECT ESTABLISHMENT / ORGANIZATION 
Project Overview  
Purpose  
The intention of this project is to develop a new site program and an overall site master 
plan for a 3,700-acre Mississippi River floodplain site located in West Alton, Missouri. 
As proposed, this plan will address the connectivity, readability, and usage issues of the 
site with the intention of balancing the site‘s three main functions as set by the client: 
restoration, education, and recreation. The proposed project addresses large-scale land 
planning issues (improving pedestrian access), as well as site-scale design considerations 
(interpretive trail content).  
Significance  
The project seeks to strengthen visitor connections with the Mississippi River landscape. 
Key elements fundamental to the project include the site‘s low elevation and close 
proximity to the river channel. The site‘s potential will be revealed in the experience and 
interpretation of the floodplain landscape. Regional as well as site-specific stories will be 
used to establish a direct relationship between the land and the river, in order to meet the 
objective of increasing visitor comprehension of the Mississippi River system at a site 
and ecosystem level.    
Mission   
The mission of this project is to build out this existing public site into an outdoor regional 
destination center.  The center will function to highlight the connection between river and 
site, demonstrate the significance of the Mississippi River and its floodplain, and reflect 
the Corps‘ overall restoration, recreation, and educational objectives. It will appeal to a 
diverse range of user groups by offering a unified site experience that features key visitor 
centers as well as several restoration areas.         
Process 
The project involved three phases: research, analysis, and design. Although many 
projects develop in a linear manner, the approach to this project was more circular in 
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nature. It resulted in the development of a site program and master plan proposal. The 
proposal is based on a thorough understanding of the client and the site. This interaction 
allowed an understanding of the Corps‘ approach to site management and their written 
mission statement objectives. This working relationship provided insight to the site‘s 
current condition, usage groups, and management practices.  
 The research phase involved site visits which consisted of interviews, guided and 
self-guided site tours, and information sorting. Interviews conducted with Corps staff and 
site users were informal and proved to be an important source of information. Site visits 
were guided by Corps rangers, who instilled their working knowledge of the site and its 
habitat management function, while also providing access to areas on site that were 
difficult to reach or not publicly accessible. Additional site visits were self-guided. Sites 
were accessed for their experiential qualities at various times of day and in various 
locations. Time was spent observing and conversing with visitors and analyzing the 
documents and correspondences related to the bottomland project site. Information was 
also gathered offsite. A standard literature review provided supplementary information 
ranging from site-specific and regional histories to information regarding the field of 
interpretation. While this written material was useful, the most relevant information was 
gathered during firsthand site experiences. This information was then used to conduct an 
analysis.  
 In the analysis phase of the project, the site‘s existing function and overall use 
were examined and analyzed, followed by a more area-specific approach, followed by an 
analysis of the site‘s potential function and use, which considered how best to develop 
and integrate the recreation, education, and restoration programs. The analysis also 
included an evaluation of the site‘s character to see if the appearance to general visitors 
reflects the site‘s overall mission, how the quality of the visitor experience can be 
improved, and to understand the significance of the site‘s habitat management program in 
order to determine how elements can be applied to other site areas. It addressed the topics 
of connectivity, readability, accessibility, and habitat protection. The analysis considered 
how site improvements could be implemented without jeopardizing particular area 
functions. Areas on site were then rated based on certain qualities and potential for use. 
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The knowledge acquired from the research and analysis phases became the foundation of 
the site proposal.  
 As previously stated, the design proposal consists of a new program and an 
overall master plan. A primary objective of the program is to achieve balanced site 
functions, by developing the recreation and education programs in a way that 
complements the site‘s existing restoration function. Another key objective of the master 
plan is to integrate these site uses. The proposal considers functional as well as aesthetic 
issues in order to increase the site‘s overall appeal and use. Specific site areas will be 
selected to develop recreation and education programs, with elements of these programs 
extending into other portions of the site. The master plan will afford more detailed design 
solutions within these key areas. Overall, the proposal sets out to present a creative yet 
realistic design solution that reveals the potential of this large, publicly accessible 
floodplain site as an outdoor regional metropolitan resource center.  
 Integration of site uses will promote visitor awareness beyond a basic site 
description. Interpretive approaches will be used to reveal the site‘s habitat function as 
well as its connection to, and role within the larger Mississippi River landscape. These 
site-specific educational opportunities have the potential to establish powerful visitor 
resource associations. The proposed site development will enable the Corps to tell the 
story of the Mississippi River floodplain, enriching the region‘s existing collection of 
natural and cultural opportunities.  
 Development of the recreational and educational content consisted of standard site 
design methods and the process of interpretation. Interpretation was the primary method 
used to fulfill the site‘s education function. However, these designed experiences are 
interwoven within recreation functions as well. The proposed recreation program is 
designed to improve the experience for existing, as well as new user groups. Moreover, 
the interpretive content is directed toward the general visitor. It will cover such topics as 
the Mississippi River significance, regional histories, site-specific histories, site 
management techniques, and existing habitat types. These topics are abstracted to convey 
information both clearly and visibly with the objective of establishing strong visitor 
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resource associations. In essence, the master plan proposal was designed to promote, 
―people to rediscover the river‖ (Pat McGinnis, personal interview, July 14, 2004).  
Site Significance 
Overview 
Why should this site, out of the thousands of acres of land and waterways the Corps 
Rivers Project Office manages within a region affording a diverse assemblage of natural 
and cultural opportunities, be chosen to develop an extensive recreation and education 
program? Several factors led to the selection of this Rivers Project Office site. The site 
currently serves as a place holder, not adequately fulfilling the recreational and 
educational objectives of the Corps. Significance can be found in the site‘s location, most 
notably in its regional context, existing accessibility, and specific histories. In addition, 
the sites existing habitat restoration program is as an example of a successful habitat 
restoration area and an effective land management approach. These reasons for site 
development are discussed in greater detail in the following paragraphs.  
Location 
The location has great potential for many reasons. It is easily accessible, with roadway 
infrastructure already in place. It is also located off a major highway within the greater 
St. Louis metropolitan region. The project headquarters are on location, facilitating 
oversight. The adjacent location to the river and its floodplain elevation offer excellent 
river views. The site is within a regional growth-planning effort referred to as the 
Meeting of the Great Rivers, or the Confluence Corridor. The region abounds with 
culturally and naturally rich opportunities as a popular tourist destination.  
Mississippi River Ecosystem Function 
The site‘s relationship with the Mississippi River is significant, for its role within the 
larger Mississippi River Valley habitat and for the project site habitat. This restored 
prairie marsh floodplain is managed to provide a range of habitat conditions from open 
water to mesic areas. Consequently, the site attracts a rich mix of water birds. There is a 
direct association between species use and habitat conditions (McGinnis, personal 
correspondence, July 20, 2004). The site provides critical habitat for water birds not only 
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because of its diverse assemblage of habitat types, but also for its location as a mid-
migration point in the Mississippi River Flyway. The Mississippi River Flyway is one of 
the major North American Flyways. Reaching from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico, it 
affords a continuous 3,000 mile stretch of habitat (Birdnature.com, 1998). The flyway is 
used by forty percent of North America's waterfowl and shorebirds as a travel corridor 
and place for feeding, nesting, and resting. (United States Geologic Survey, [USGS] 
2007). As an example, shore birds use the area for spring nesting practices. Species such 
as the Sora rail use the marsh fringes, whereas the Least Tern species use the sandy 
shorelines (USACE, 1990). For these reasons, the site is managed as a migratory bird 
sanctuary, limiting site use during the migration period from October 1 to April 30 
(USACE, 2001). The site‘s habitat significance is distinguished, having been recognized 
as a world-renowned bird sanctuary, consistently ranking as a top birding site in the area 
it recently received an international birding area designation by Audubon (McGinnis, 
personal communication, November 15, 2009).   
 The site attracts shorebirds, wading birds, and waterfowl species. It includes 
migratory and non-migratory species ranging from the most common to the unusual. 
Restoration lands within the project site are managed to support such activities as nesting, 
feeding, mating, and resting. Species presence and population numbers correspond 
directly with the seasons and the associated habitat conditions (McGinnis, personal 
correspondence, July 20, 2004). The brochure in the appendix provides a checklist of bird 
species known to use the site‘s Environmental Demonstration Area. It also documents the 
season of use and the observation likelihood for each bird (USACE, St. Louis Audubon 
Society & Webster Groves Nature Study Society, n.d.). The site‘s habitat significance is 
apparent when the list is compared to the bird species present prior to the habitat 
restoration. Before site construction the mourning dove, Zenaida macroura, was the only 
prevalent species found on site (USACE, 1993).     
 Habitat protection and restoration are particularly warranted along major river 
courses where species richness is high. Several legislative measures have been taken to 
protect, restore, and establish these habitats to ensure the future protection of wildlife, 
with an emphasis on birds. There are several documents that chronicle the major 
improvements and protection of bird habitat along the Mississippi River Corridor that are 
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of relevance to the region surrounding the project site. The Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 
1918 is one of the earliest documents (United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 2006). 
More recently, the Upper Mississippi River Management Act of 1986 enacted the Upper 
Mississippi River Management Plan and the North American Waterfowl Management 
Plan of 1986 creating valuable land management changes (USACE, 2001).   
Habitat Management in the Environmental Demonstration Area    
The project site‘s habitat area, the Environmental Demonstration Area, receives heavy 
use by water birds.  Current site management is designed to support a range of site 
conditions for this diverse assemblage of birds. The proposal sets out to highlight this 
successful prairie-marsh restoration to the visitor by revealing its larger ecosystem 
function, water bird use, and management approach. It is essential to understand the 
reasons for the Environmental Demonstration Area and how it is managed.  
 Site hydrology at the Environmental Demonstration Area is actively managed by 
the Rivers Project Office. This adaptive management approach is used by many land 
management agencies, including the United States Fish and Wildlife Service. 
Management decisions are made that best reflect the fluctuations of a natural system and 
are based on careful observations of both site and regional conditions. The water 
management program varies both annually and seasonally and can best be described in a 
flexible adaptive seasonal outline (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004).  
 The Environmental Demonstration Area landscape consists of three types of 
habitat, including open water, wet to wet-mesic, and mesic to dry-mesic. These habitat 
areas are illustrated in Figure 4. Open water areas have varied water depths and are 
present in both permanent and semi-permanent conditions. Wet to wet-mesic 
communities occur in site depressions, ditches, and in areas adjacent to open water 
bodies. Mesic to dry-mesic communities occur on higher ground along elevated ridges 
and levees (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). These overlapping systems 
differ in their soil moisture gradients and species compositions, and as such, their 
management approaches differ.  
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Figure 4. Diagram outlining the types of habitat found within the Environmental Demonstration Area. 
 Management practices in this sanctuary emphasize open water and wet-mesic 
habitats, as they support a greater diversity of local and migratory bird species. These 
habitat types, open water and wet mesic, are managed by a process called ‗moist soil 
management‘ (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). Water levels are raised and 
lowered to reflect the rivers natural flood pulse. However, conditions are modified 
slightly to support local and migratory bird species needs such as resting, nesting, and 
feeding. In this process, water levels are lowered to establish moist soil conditions which, 
in turn, expose invertebrate populations and promote the growth of annual plant species. 
Water levels are then raised to allow invertebrate populations to reestablish, as well as to 
provide a source of submerged plant food. The lowering of water levels is referred to as a 
‗draw down‘, while the raising of water levels reflects a flood pulse or surge. In order to 
facilitate an expansion, deepen existing areas, and prevent long-term sedimentation 
problems, these habitats are periodically managed with soil removal (C. Deutsch, 
interview, July 27, 2004).    
 Mesic to dry-mesic habitats are important components in the landscape matrix. 
These habitats support water bird use albeit at a smaller scale. Management of these 
habitats occurs based on a three-year rotational cycle of controlled burns. There are a 
handful of common aggressive and invasive species found on site, including willow, 
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musk thistle, honeysuckle, and buffalo grass, that require additional management 
practices. The controlled burns are supported with selective mechanical pruning, manual 
removal, soil disking, and chemical applications to prevent species takeover (J. Cannon, 
interview, July 20, 2004). Soil disking is also used to foster habitat conditions for 
decurrent false aster, Boltonia decurrens, an annual species on the threatened plant list 
that thrives in disturbed soil conditions (C. Deutsch, interview, July 27, 2004).    
 Because the management focus is centered on ‗moist soil management,‘ the water 
management program is further described seasonally. Water draw downs occur three to 
four times a year at varied durations. The spring and early summer drawn downs 
establish an invertebrate food source and expose mud flat habitat for both early and late- 
season bird species. These invertebrates provide a protein-rich food source, which is a 
critical component for healthy egg development. The summer draw down is marked by a 
period of emergent annual plant growth. This plant material is then inundated by the fall 
flooding cycle and becomes a significant food source for migratory and regional bird 
species. Water remains in the system until the next spring draw down, often freezing over 
during the winter. Flooding is also used to limit the growth of invasive species, such as 
Cocklebur, by temporarily flooding certain areas in the summer (C. Deutsch, interview, 
July 27, 2004).    
 Water movement within the Environmental Demonstration Area occurs without 
pumps by gravity flow. The outflow/inflow pipes, one located in the Mississippi River‘s 
Pool 26 and the other in Pool 27, and the sites swale topography, provide the elevation 
change needed to support this process of water movement (Figure 5).  Water control 
structures, such as sluice gates and drop logs, are used within the system to assist with 
water management. The water flows through a series of channels that connect to larger 
water bodies (Figure 6).  
 These water channels are also referred to as a ditch, drainage way, or swale. Their 
depths are not constant, as soil elevations are altered by sedimentation, beavers, and edge 
species takeover. The typical bottom-of-ditch elevation is 417 feet and the top of pipe 
elevation is 419 feet. Water levels vary between one and two feet when the system is 
being managed to hold water. During full capacity conditions, water typically reaches an 
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18-inch depth. Although, on several occasions during the river‘s spring surge water levels 
have risen to an elevation of 426 feet within swale areas (C. Deutsch, interview, July 27, 
2004). While much of the year swales are composed of marshy wet habitat, during draw 
down periods the soil is often dry and exposed. 
 
Figure 5. Diagram illustrating how gravity flow is used to move water through the Environmental 
Demonstration Area. 
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Figure 6. Diagram of the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s water management areas highlights the 
flow pattern and the water control structures. The associated images show the sites water control structures. 
 This review of the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s habitat management 
program is critical in order to develop an improved site program and use plan. The site‘s 
habitat function is significant. It is used to reinforce the relationship between the site‘s 
main functions of education, recreation, and restoration. This information will be used to 
strengthen connections within the site, with the site and the resource, and with the visitor. 
Before these proposed changes can be made, an illustration of the project site analysis is 
presented.  
 As this section revealed, the site‘s location and habitat function are notable. The 
information provided validates selection of the site as the location to create an outdoor 
regional resource center for St. Louis. It will allow the Corps Rivers Project Office the 
opportunity to showcase the natural and cultural significance of the Mississippi River 
within a natural setting and in an area proximal to the city center. In addition, the center 
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will act as a collective outdoor extension of the neighboring National Great Rivers 
Museum. 
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORICAL CONTEXTS: NATURAL / CULTURAL  
Natural History 
Overview 
The project site is located on the western bank of the Mississippi River in the Upper 
Mississippi River Valley. It is upstream from the river‘s confluence with the Missouri 
River and several miles downstream from its confluence with the Illinois River. The 
morphology of the surrounding Missouri and Illinois land is described as follows: ―The 
Till Plains of Illinois form broad, flat plains in an easterly direction, and the Dissected 
Till Plains of northern Missouri form more eroded uplands to the west‖ (USACE, 1993).  
Topography 
The site‘s topography is characteristic of a floodplain with low elevations and a relatively 
flat topography with gently sloping ridges and swales. The typical site elevations range 
from 418 feet to 424 feet compared with the managed elevation between 419 feet and 
419.5 feet of pool 26 (USACE, 2001). This condition is disrupted by several manmade 
landforms of varying heights. These constructed landforms, otherwise referred to as dikes 
or levees, were all constructed for transportation purposes. They include a levee with an 
access road, a highway corridor, a lock and dam dike, and a railway dike.  
Floodplain Soil Composition 
The site‘s soil composition is typical of a floodplain. Alluvial and glacial sediments reach 
100- to 125-foot depths, and the next layer consists primarily of Mississippi limestone. 
Surface soil types vary from clays to silt loams, with loams occurring in elevated areas 
while clays are characteristically located in depressions (Soil Conservation Service 
[SCS], 1977). Select areas have a sandy composition reflecting the site‘s use for dredge 
disposal (USACE, 1993).  
 Floodplain compositions shift. Some shifts naturally occur over time while others 
are more rapid and are influenced by man. Natural compositional changes are often the 
result of sediment erosion and deposition further downstream. This occurs during normal 
river conditions and during flood stages (P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 2004). 
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These changes on site and within the river have been exacerbated by the Corps‘ system of 
water management. Lock, dam, and levee construction have had a considerable effect on 
the form and the flow of the river.  
 One portion of project site, Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, will be examined by 
looking at landform change from the 1800s to the 1900s. Once an island, recent changes 
have incorporated this area as part of the mainland. Recent changes made the island part 
of the mainland.  The first man-influenced landform shift occurred in the 1930s with the 
construction of the original Lock and Dam 26. The second dramatic change occurred in 
the 1970s and 1980s with a replacement project (SCS, 1977). Jann Cox‘s 1988 Historic 
Properties Management Report No. 36 for the St. Louis District allows a look back 
further to a time when the area was an island. The report includes a series of maps and 
surveys of the area, beginning with a plat map drawn in 1817 and ending with a map 
created in 1982. A map review reveals the island underwent several land form shifts in 
both shape and size, which can be attributed to natural river forces.  
Floodplain Plant Communities 
Floodplain habitat compositions are directly associated with topography, hydrology, and 
soil compositions. Habitats have experienced dramatic shifts in both occurrence and 
composition and these changes can be associated with the cumulative effect of man‘s 
impact on the land. Studies by the Illinois History Survey of the General Land Office 
survey plat maps of the habitat surrounding navigational pool 26 have documented these 
shifts in habitat occurrence. Major changes occurred in the mid-1800s with agricultural 
land replacing much of the prairie. Also, in the 1930s, changes with the development of 
the nine-foot navigation project increased river area and in turn flooded considerable 
forest lands (USACE, 2001, sec. 9, p. 18). The pre-settlement floodplain landscape in the 
region surrounding the project site consisted mostly of prairie habitat with the second 
dominant habitat being forested land. Prairie habitat is no longer the dominant form of 
floodplain land cover, it is now found only in isolated areas. While forested floodplain 
areas are not as abundant, they can still be found in areas with a high water table.  These 
species compositions have shifted and are not reflective of historical forest stands 
(Nelson, 1999).          
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 While much of the historic prairie-marsh habitats in the Mississippi River 
floodplain region no longer remain, several locations in the area have been restored to 
this pre-settlement habitat condition. These areas include the upland prairie at Gordon 
Moore Park in Alton, Illinois, the USACE‘s Columbia Bottoms wetland restoration 
project, and the USACE‘s Environmental Demonstration Area prairie-marsh restoration 
located at the project site. All three areas provide an excellent representation of this 
historic community structure (P. McGinnis, personal communication, June 9, 2004). 
 Habitat restoration efforts transformed the agricultural seepage lands in the 
Environmental Demonstration Area into mesic and wet prairie, marsh and marsh edge, 
and pond communities (USACE, 1993). Dominant grass species in the mesic prairie 
include Big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii), Indian grass (Sorgastrum nutans), Switch 
grass (Panicum virgatum), and Easterngama grass (Tripsicum dactyloides). The wet 
prairie community is also composed of Big bluestem and Switchgrass with a mix of Wild 
millet (Echinochloa muricata) and Prairie cordgrass (Spartina pectinata). Wild millet 
extends into the marsh edge communities and in this area of increased soil moisture 
levels the community composition also includes Water smartweed (Polygonum 
amphibium), Straw-colored sedge (Cyperus strigosus), Narrow-leaved cattail (Typha 
angustifolia), Common cattail (Typha latifolia), Pondweed (Potamogeton nodosus), 
Arrowhead (Sagitaria latifolia), Black willow (Salix nigra), Cottonwood (Populus 
deltoides), and Soft rush (Juncus effusus). The marsh community has three dominant 
species: Arrowhead, Water smartweed, and Pondweed. Representative species in pond 
communities include the Brittle water nymph (Najas minor), Nodding water nymph 
(Najas flexilis), Creeping burhead (Echinodorus cordifolius), Coontail (Ceratophyllum 
demersum), Pondweed (Potamogenton foliosus and P. natans), and Muskgrass (Chara 
sp.) (USACE, 1993, p. 12).   
 Bottomland forests of the middle Mississippi River floodplain historically 
consisted of a mix of hardwood species. Canopy species often included Pin Oak (Quercus 
palustris) and Swamp White Oak (Quercus bicolor). These floodplain forests have 
experienced compositional shifts from a mix of hardwoods to one dominant species, Salix 
nigra (USACE, 1993). Also referred to as Black Willow, it is a shorter lived shrub-like 
tree species tolerant of prolonged and deep floods. This compositional shift is a result of 
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several factors including the Corps‘ river pool management, levee construction, and 
excessive hardwood timber harvesting practices (Nelson, 1999). The management 
practices of the Corps have elevated water levels, made water levels less variable, and 
increased the duration and depth of floods. While most hardwood species are intolerant of 
these conditions, Salix species are more adaptable.   
Plant Community Succession within the Forest  
To better understand the diversity of the Middle Mississippi‘s historic forest floodplain 
communities before environmental changes made Salix the dominant species, historic 
community compositions and the process of plant succession are described in the 
following paragraphs. Often the first to establish, Salix sp. remain a dominant element in 
the first few community compositions. Historically they have been replaced by more 
valuable tree species. The communities range from pioneer to complex and include 
Willow, Cottonwood/Willow, Cottonwood/Silver Maple, etc (USACE, 1990).   
 Plant succession in exposed soil areas commonly begins with Sandbar Willow, 
Salix interior. Typically within a two- to five-year period this pioneer Willow community 
shifts into a Cottonwood/Willow community composed of tree species such as Black 
Willow (Salix nigra) and Cottonwood (Populus deltoids) with ground cover species like 
Cocklebur (Xanthium sp.), Wormwood (Artemisia sp.), and grasses. Within the first few 
decades, Willow species will comprise most of the canopy before it shifts to a 
Cottonwood composition. In some areas, species such as Black Locust (Robina 
pseudoacacia) and Boxelder (Acer negundo) are also present (USACE, 1990).   
 Over time the Cottonwood/Willow community then shifts to a Silver Maple, Acer 
sacchirinum, association. The shade tolerance of the Maple seedlings allows this shift to 
occur as willow and cottonwood seedlings cannot grow in shade conditions. With the 
introduction of the Silver Maple also comes species such as Green Ash (Fraxinus 
pennsylvanica), Black Ash (Fraxinus nigra), River Birch (Betula nigra), Mulberry 
(Morus sp.), and American Elm (Ulmus americana). Within this association the Willow 
and Cottonwood trees still hold positions in the canopy. The species listed above occur 
within the canopy, mid-story, and understory layers. The ground cover consists of species 
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such as Poison Ivy, Trumpet Vine, Grapes, Bur Cucumber, and Wood Nettle (USACE, 
1990).  
 Community shifts beyond the Maple association occur when sedimentation is 
significant enough to raise site elevations, decreasing the soil moisture gradient. The 
canopy species associated with these soil changes include Sycamore (Platanus 
occidentalis), Hackberry (Celtis occidentalis), Hickory (Carya sp.), Pin Oak (Quercus 
palustris), Black Walnut (Juglans nigra), Honey Locust (Gleditsia triacanthos), Bur Oak 
(Quercus macrocarpa), and Pecan (Carya illionensis). Potential understory species 
include Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana), Redosier Dogwood (Cornus stolonifera), 
Flowering Dogwood (Cornus florida), Redbud (Cercis Canadensis), Hackberry (Celtis 
sp.), American Elm (Ulmus Americana), Pawpaw (Asimina triloba), and Possum Haw 
(Ilex decidua) (USACE, 1990). As the long list reveals, this community association has a 
diverse composition. Moreover, these species and this type of community have more 
value than the earlier pioneer species.  
 Unfortunately, these late succession community compositions occur rarely if at all 
within these elevated land areas in the middle Mississippi River floodplain. The Corps 
associates value with diverse forest stands and recommends silviculture practices to assist 
in their reestablishment. They have outlined several factors that may have impacted 
species presence. Potential factors include historic logging practices resulting in the lack 
of a seed bank, flood removal of seed source, and prolonged flood conditions as a result 
of waterway management practices (USACE, 1990).  
Regional Cultural History 
Overview 
While the natural history of the site and the region are important components in 
understanding the study site, the cultural history of the region also plays a role. The 
following section consists of an overview of noteworthy historical events that have 
occurred within the Mississippi River Valley region in the area surrounding the project 
site from pre-settlement times to the present day. Histories specifically associated with 
the river‘s floodplain are the focus of this review.  
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 The regional history of the area has strong ties to the Mississippi River. It is part 
of a larger whole that is inextricably linked to the surrounding cultural landscape fabric. 
As a food source, a transportation corridor, and a center for development, it has had a far-
reaching impact on neighboring and distant communities. Both the views and use of the 
river have changed considerably from early settlement times to the present day. 
Significant shifts in river use and views are revealed within the following regional 
cultural history. This history begins by looking at settlement patterns and associated 
transportation shifts relative to the river.  
Early Land Use Patterns 
The middle Mississippi River region is rich with cultural history. The relationship 
between the river and the floodplain landscape was examined by looking at early land use 
patterns. The first known inhabitants were referred to as Middle Mississippian Cultures 
or the Illinois. These communities practiced agriculture in the alluvial floodplain valley. 
One example is the mound-building community, Cahokia, which existed from 900 
through 1500 A.D. (Wozniak, 1983).  Many of the Illinois Tribes sited villages on the 
edge of the floodplain however during summer months after the threat of river flooding 
they erected temporary villages at the river edge (Nelson, 1996). Travel routes consisted 
of fur trade trails or waterways during this period (Wozniak, 1983). 
 During the Period of French Settlement from 1540-1763, the river remained a 
central aspect of life. The French, much like the Indians, settled in the floodplain, 
accepting the harsh environment for its close proximity to the travel corridor and fertile 
soil conditions that supported their subsistence agriculture lifestyle (Jakle, 1963). In fact, 
remnants of fruit orchards from this time were found on nearby islands.  Second to river 
transport were paths on land referred to as the trace. This network eventually evolved 
from foot and horseback corridors into primitive roads that allowed wagon transport 
(Norton, 1912). 
 The French were followed by the British whose rule stretched from 1763-1778. 
Unlike their predecessors, the French and the Indians, they had a greater impact on the 
landscape. With more expansive settlement patterns and agricultural practices, the British 
moved beyond the floodplain clearing interior forest areas (Norton, 1912). In 1778, under 
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George Clark, the land was taken back from the British. Several years later a land 
ordinance was passed facilitating the expansion and improvement of roadways further 
westward (Norton, 1912).   
Industrial Development / Exploration 
Between 1790 and 1810, the Mississippi River region lured many settlers with the 
promise of riches from the lead, lumber, salt, and fur industries (Wozniak, 1983).  These 
materials were transported down the river spurring the growth of additional port 
settlements and distribution centers (Wozniak, 1983). Up until this time river travel 
occurred within canoes and dugouts while keelboats, flatboats, mackinaws, and pirogues 
also became popular modes of transport (USACE, 2001).  
 The early 1900s also marked a period of exploration. The explorers Marquette 
and Joliet traveled upriver with Indian guides. They were the first Europeans to document 
the region, noting the Piasa Bird painting on the Illinois bluffs (USACE, 2001). In 1803 
after wintering at the meeting of the Wood and Mississippi Rivers, Lewis and Clark 
began their famed expedition up the Missouri River. Upriver the land outside of the 
military posts and forts along the river edge remained an untouched wilderness (Norton, 
1912).  At this time, settlements were still sited near the river with road arrangements 
running parallel or perpendicular to the river emphasizing the river‘s value as a 
transportation corridor and its function as a source of commerce (Wozniak, 1983).   
Transportation Use 
By the 1820s, the steamboat began to have far reaching impacts on the region. Steamboat 
transport advanced mining and agriculture industries, attracting countless workers, 
displacing Indians, and impacting settlement patterns downstream (Wozniak, 1983). This 
shifted the function of many lesser-known river towns into recognized locations of 
commerce (USACE, 2001). Communities of the steamboat era, from the 1820s to 1860, 
were ―oriented directly toward the river‖ (Jakle, 1963, p. 94). This new agricultural 
marketability allowed counties, such as Madison County Illinois, to produce additional 
fruit crops including grape, peach, apple, pear, plum, and cherry. As more Americans 
moved west, community development shifted toward more elevated land near the river 
and further inland to support subsistence agriculture. It was around this time that new 
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advancements in the field allowed farming to surpass hunting as a food source (Norton, 
1912).  
 In the 1830s the lumber industry brought advanced building practices and the 
establishment of the railroad industry (Norton, 1912). They functioned to support 
steamboat trade routes (Jakle, 1963). Yet at this time steamboats still remained unreliable 
sources of transport (Wozniak, 1983).  Difficult river navigation sparked the first known 
river modification, removing obstructions from the center channel in order to improve 
transport (Nelson, 1996). The efforts to modify the river and its surrounding land soon 
progressed, most notably with the United States Army Corps of Engineers projects. These 
advancements did not thwart the rail industry (Jakle, 1963). 
 Despite the advancements made to the river as a transportation corridor, train 
transport rapidly surpassed the steamboat as the main trade route.  This low-cost, reliable 
system was constructed parallel to the river channel within its floodplain. It connected 
East-West and North-South trade routes. Along with this shift came an increase in inland 
development because the river was no longer the central focus (Jakle, 1963). Yet, by 
1910 the rail industry was competing with several other forms of transport such as, ―the 
automobile,…towboat-barge, pipeline, and airline operations‖(Jakle, 1963, p. 139). This 
did not impact the river‘s existing settlement patterns, but lead to highway construction 
which closely followed the rail road corridors (Jakle, 1963). With these new methods for 
bulk transportation the rivers use as a trade route increased (USACE, 2001).   
 Regardless of the loss of the river as the dominant transportation corridor, the 
USACE projects to make the river a reliable navigable waterway still progressed. The 
first major undertaking was the four-and-a-half-foot channel project. Authorized in 1878 
under the River and Harbor Act, it allowed for the construction of a series of dams along 
the river. In 1907 the USACE was authorized to build a six-foot channel which was 
achieved by constructing more dams. By 1930 this river modification soon progressed 
when congress granted a nine-foot navigation channel project. This project required the 
construction of a series of twenty-six locks and dams from Minneapolis, Minnesota to 
Alton, Illinois (USACE, 2001).    
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Agriculture Use 
―Prior to 1880, the floodplain had been treated as a commons. …people harvested fish, 
hunted waterfowl, grazed livestock on floodplain grasses, cut timber, and collected 
pecans.‖  (Schneider, 2000, p. 695). This public land area increasingly came under 
ownership by affluent individuals, most notably hunters. The limited access to this area 
created conflicts with commercial fisherman who actively disputed this privatization. 
These problems, coupled with an interest in increasing revenue, led to the draining of the 
floodplain and associated levee building practices in order to make way for more 
profitable agriculture land. These newly buildable land areas also made way for 
industrial, commercial, and political progress (Schneider, 2000). 
 Advancements in agriculture coupled with the Pick Sloan Program and the 
Swamp Act made the rapid draining of floodplain wetlands possible. The replacement of 
the natural floodplain ecosystem with agriculture and developed land disrupted the river‘s 
natural balance (Rasmussen, Levees and Floodplain Management (LFM), 1999).  At this 
time, the significance of the wetland function was not known for its ability in, 
―controlling floods; in serving as the ‗kidneys‘ of the landscape, cleansing runoff waters; 
or in maintaining ecological integrity.‖ (Rasmussen, (LFM), 1999, p.2). 
Civil Works Projects 
Cultural advancements such as the ones described above have resulted in the 
channelization and management of the Mississippi River by a series of locks and dams 
and an associated network of levees. Man‘s efforts to change the river began as a way to 
improve navigation, thereby improving commerce within the region. Yet these river 
control measures became multifaceted, also serving to provide a continuous water supply, 
flood control measures, and a source of hydropower. While these projects resulted in 
positive changes, they also were detrimental to the river system‘s natural ecology 
(Schneider, 2000). Up until the middle of the twentieth century, ―Little or no 
consideration was given to river ecology, to the importance of natural processes, or to 
man‘s connection to ecological integrity‖ (Rasmussen, (LFM), 1999, p. 1).   
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Environmental Accountability 
The shift in environmental consciousness can be seen by looking at applicable legislation. 
The Fish and Wildlife Coordination of 1934 was amended in 1946 and 1958. In 1946, 
―Section 3 provided for the use of water resources projects for conservation, 
maintenance, and management of wildlife resources and wild life habitat…‖ (USACE, 
2001, sec 1., p.9). While in 1958 environmental accountability increased when it, 
―required that fish and wildlife conservation receive equal consideration with other 
project purposes…‖ (USACE, 2001, sec 1., p. 9). With the1960 approval of the Forest 
Conservation Act, ― areas owned in fee and under the jurisdiction of the Secretary of the 
Army and the Chief of Engineers shall provide for the protection and development of 
forest and other vegetative cover and the establishment and maintenance of other 
conservation measures‖ (USACE, 2001, sec. 1, p.10). Significant advancements were 
made with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, which mandated an 
environmental impact statement be completed for all future projects, and with the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, which enacted measures to protect endangered and 
threatened species (USACE, 2001). These legislative measures along with others brought 
increased environmental accountability, thereby making USACE projects more balanced 
in their management approach.  
Summary 
The Mississippi River Valley region, specifically the area surrounding the project site, 
has had a varied and interesting history. Changes can be directly attributed to our cultural 
advancements and to natural events. Events like the historic floods of 1927, 1973, 1993, 
and 1995 have shown the tremendous and destructive power of nature. Despite its 
resiliency, use of the river and its floodplain remain significant. 
 The river‘s floodplain is currently in various levels of development, from open 
space to industrial holdings. The majority is privatized, yet state and national 
organizations hold considerable open space acreage. Levees continue to separate most 
floodplain lands from the river while also allowing for other types of use including 
30 
 
industrial, navigation, commercial fishing, settlement areas, recreation, education, 
restoration, etc.  
Site-Specific Cultural History 
Overview 
As previously mentioned, the regional cultural history is supplemented with a review of 
the site-specific cultural histories. This section includes a collection of noteworthy stories 
and events. The project site has had a varied and interesting history. While some events 
were common, such as use for ice harvesting, others were unique, such as the duel fought 
by Lincoln and Shields. This section will focus on one area of the site in particular, the 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area. Some stories are described in detail to provide relevant 
interpretive content for Corps staff, while others are explained briefly to provide the 
Corps staff with another list of potential interpretive topics.  
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area and its many names and uses 
The land holding now referred to as Lincoln Shields Recreation Area was known by 
many names. The following paragraphs begin to explore how each name reflects a 
different site use. The names are as follows and are listed in descending order:  Tow 
Head, McPike‘s Island, Sunflower Island, Small Pox Island, Sickleyville, and Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area.  
Tow Head 
In 1817 the island was known as the Tow Head. In this year a ferry was established from 
Alton, Illinois, to the adjacent mainland in Missouri to support the French fur trading 
business (Cox, 1988). Around 1900, the island provided a source of willow braches. They 
were collected and later sold in Alton, Illinois at a cost of fifteen cents per stem. In an 
interview with Lenus Kaus, an Alton historian, he conveyed these stems, ―were popular 
as clothes props on wash day‖ (as cited in Cox, 1988, p. 12). During this time it was also 
common for young boys from Alton, Illinois to row to the island to collect the fruit from 
the large stands of Pawpaw trees (Cox, 1988).  
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Sunflower Island 
The island was also a rowing destination for a duel in 1842 between Abraham Lincoln, a 
lawyer who later became the 16
th
 President of the United States, and James Shields, an 
Illinois state assessor. At this time it was known as Sunflower Island. The quandary arose 
after a number of sardonic articles regarding Shields were printed in a local newspaper by 
an author known as ―Rebecca‖. After the printing, Lincoln declared he was responsible. 
―In an effort to avoid dueling, Lincoln offered to fight with cow pies or else marry the 
auditor, ‗for isn‘t marryin‘ better than fightin.‘‖ (Bradbury, 1997, para. 5). This further 
provoked Shields and he called for a duel. So the two parties paddled over to the island, 
then known as Sunflower Island, for at the time these types of contests were prohibited in 
Illinois. The duel started with Lincoln selecting swords as the weapon. Although, not 
soon after the battle began Shields withdrew, intimidated by Lincoln‘s tall stature. 
Unpredictably, the confrontation ended with Lincoln, Shields, and their friends gathering 
together at a bar in Alton (Bradbury, 1997).     
Small Pox Island 
Sunflower Island later became known as Small Pox Island or ―Sickleyville‖ (Bradbury, 
1997, para. 34). From August 1863 to March 1865 this area was used as an infirmary and 
burial site for residents and prison inmates from Alton, inflicted with small pox and 
measles. The site was subsequently flooded and the hospital was relocated to the area that 
is now known as Ellis Island (Weller, 2001). Not before long the location of the burial 
site could not be specified. As an 1869 congressional article confirms, ―… The island has 
several times been overflowed since their burial, and all traces of the graves have been 
swept away‖ (as sited in Bradbury, 1997, para. 44).  
McPike’s Island 
The land later came under private ownership. In 1868 and for several years thereafter 
William Jones lived and farmed on the island. The purchase price for the island was 
$18.45 of which he turned around and sold it to H. G. McPike, a notable Alton business 
man, for $300. The island was then referred to as McPike‘s Island (Cox, 1988).  
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 Later in 1873, the first engineering efforts to improve river navigation to nearby 
Alton, Illinois were taken. To prevent sand bars from forming in the harbor, a wing dam 
was constructed from the northern part of Ellis Island, near McPike‘s Island, to the 
Missouri shore. This construction had the desired effect but also exacerbated the force of 
the river on the Missouri side causing the erosion to the northern part of McPike‘s Island, 
changing its shape and disrupting some graves (Cox, 1988,). Approximately twenty years 
later sandbar formations dramatically increased the size of the island resulting in a 
relocation of the ferry spot from the mainland to McPike‘s Island (Cox, 1988, p. 24).  
 This original portion of McPike‘s Island, once known as the Tow Head, was then 
leased to John Gregory in 1895, ― for the purpose of establishing a resort or ‗park‘ to be 
known as ‗Lincoln Shields‘ Park South Alton‘…‖( Cox, 1988, p. 24). In 1916, the island 
was sold because McPike owed back taxes and it then changed hands several times (Cox, 
1988).   
Ice Harvest 
In this time period the winter weather afforded economic opportunities, in the form of ice 
collection and sales. The area surrounding McPike‘s Island and the adjacent Ellis Island, 
like similar areas in the region, became a major ice-harvesting operation employing many 
area residents. ―At one time as many as 34 ice buildings stored over 100,000 tones of ice 
bordering the Alton Slough until artificial ice manufacture provided a less expensive 
source in the early 1900s‖ ( Cox, 1988, p. 22). During this period the land was held for 
ice harvesting by William and John Armstrong, Huse and Loomis Ice and Transportation 
Company, and the Polar Wave Ice and Fuel Company (Cox, 1988).    
Transportation Developments 
In addition, a series of transportation advancements dramatically impacted the area 
surrounding McPike and Ellis Islands. The first change began in 1890 with the 
construction of the railroad, by the St. Clair, Madison, and St. Louis Belt Rail Road 
Company, which crossed the northern portion of Ellis Island. It was then followed in 
1926 by construction of the Clark Highway Bridge which also crossed Ellis Island just 
upstream from the railroad corridor. By 1938 the construction of Lock and Dam 26 was 
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completed. Built on the Tow Head portion of McPike‘s Island, the lock and dam made 
the largest impact to the land area. Interestingly, the Tow Head portion of McPike‘s 
Island which was initially sold for $18.45 in 1874 now sold for $1,133.62 in 1935 to the 
government in association with the lock and dam project ( Cox, 1988).  
Burial Site 
The site‘s use as a burial spot may have been forgotten, if it had not been unearthed 
during the Corps of Engineers‘ construction of the original Lock and Dam 26 coffer dam. 
This 1935 incident was well documented by a newspaper reporter William Brunner, 
whose caption read, ―Island Yields Skeletons of Prison Dead‖ (as sited in O‘Neil, 2002, 
last para.). The project ensued and the burial site did not receive proper attention until the 
Corps employed Jan Cox, a historian, to locate the burial site in 1988. This was done 
because the original Lock and Dam 26 structure was to be removed in order to make way 
for the replacement lock and dam further downstream. Based on her recommendations a 
portion of the old Lock and Dam was left in order to protect the burial site (Bradbury, 
1997). Subsequently, in 2001 the Corps of Engineers dedicated a monument to honor 
these victims of small pox, confederate prisoners of war and local residents, who were 
interred at the site (Weller, 2001).   
Lock and Dam 26 Replacement Project 
In the 1970s Lock and Dam 26 began to show signs of structural problems, and rather 
than repairing these issues, the Corps of Engineers wanted to replace the structure with a 
new, larger structure. So began a large controversy and ensuing legal battle, as the 
proposed project received much opposition by conservationists and the competing 
railroad industry. A detailed social and environmental assessment of Lock and Dam 26 
was performed to determine if modifications would suffice or if a new lock and dam 
facility would be needed to support the increasing growth of river navigation and to 
remedy its existing structural problems. After considerable research, litigation, and 
controversy, the Corps lock and dam replacement was authorized when congress passed 
Public Law 95-502 in 1978 (USACE, 1993). It would be constructed at river mile 200.78, 
which is 2.1 miles downstream from the existing facility. The new facility would 
implement current engineering technologies extending the lock system to accommodate 
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larger traffic flows. This 110 X 1200 foot lock would decrease transport time and limit 
traffic congestion (USACE, 2001).  
 The Lock and Dam 26 replacement project began in 1979 and was completed in 
1993. It raised water levels by sixteen feet for two miles downstream (USACE, 2001). As 
a result, mitigation lands were purchased on the Missouri side of the river to balance the 
loss of habitat. The purchase included 1450 acres of land for conservation and 123 acres 
for recreation. In Illinois, 36 acres of land were set aside for a lock and dam operational 
facility, a large visitor center, and for limited passive recreational use (Department of the 
Army, 1976).    
 Prior to the Corps‘ land acquisition, in association with the replacement project, 
agriculture was the primary site use. Cropland consisted of soybeans, corn, or wheat. The 
practice of draining and protecting the floodplain by constructing levees is still 
commonly employed. In fact, in the area now known as the project site, previous 
landowners maintained a system of low levees to separate cropland from land with a high 
water table. This land was not suitable for farming and thus was often forested. Other 
commonly forested areas included islands such as two areas on site, Ellis and Maple 
Islands (USACE, 1993). Use of forested land was limited and included such activities as 
selective timber harvesting and hunting (USACE, 1973).  
Conclusion 
This concludes the historical review of the site. The natural and cultural histories from 
this and the preceding sections will provide a strong foundation for the site‘s education 
program. This knowledge will help to develop a relevant and site-specific program in 
which site and regional histories will become an integral component.  
 The proposal for the site‘s education function employs the process of 
interpretation to convey information to the visitor in an engaging and interactive manner. 
This approach is significant in that it will also be used to strengthen connections within 
the site and with the larger resource, the Mississippi River. The next chapter explains the 
educational field of interpretation, the Corps‘ commitment to education, and the proposed 
interpretive prospectus.  
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CHAPTER 4: INTERPRETATION THEORY AND PLAN 
Experiential Learning Overview 
To learn is, ―to gain knowledge or understanding of or skill in by study, instruction, or 
experience…‖ (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2005, para. 1). The following 
section will focus on experiential learning, otherwise known as informal learning. 
Learning is a participatory experience that can affect mental, sensory, physical, and 
emotional experiences. The potential for learning increases when opportunities for 
observation, interaction, and association are provided (Thompson, 1996). It has been said 
that learning is possible in any environment. Yet outdoor experiences offer endless 
possibilities to enhance knowledge base, awareness, and decision-making skills (Rivkin, 
2000).  
 Despite the fact that methods of informal learning vary, the terms environmental 
education, outdoor education, and interpretation are often used synonymously. While the 
meanings of these informal learning approaches overlap, there are also distinct 
differences among them. Interpretation conveys information to an informal audience in 
order to enhance the recreational experience, while environmental and outdoor 
educations have more definitive objectives and audiences. Differences exist in program 
content, presentation, and goals (Civitarese, Legg, & Zuefle, 1997). For the purpose of 
this project, the following review will focus on the field of interpretation, as this will be 
the primary method for conveying information to the visitors.    
Definitions of Interpretation 
What is interpretation?  This question can best be answered with definitions, as outlined 
by three leaders in the field: Interpretation Canada, the National Association for 
Interpretation, and the National Park Service. In 1976, Interpretation Canada outlined 
that, ―Interpretation is a communication process designed to reveal meanings and 
relationships of our cultural and natural heritage to the public [visitors] through first-hand 
experiences with objects, artifacts, landscapes, or sites‖ (Veverka, 1994, p.19). In 2000, 
the National Association for Interpretation included emotion, ―Interpretation is a 
communication process that forges emotional and intellectual connections between the 
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interests of the audience and the inherent meaning in the resource‖ (Earth Science 
Enterprise Education [ESEE], 2004, p. 4). Additionally, according to the National Park 
Service; ―Through orientation, information, and education, interpretation facilitates the 
public‘s participation in resource stewardship, helping people understand their 
relationships to and impacts on those resources‖ (Kryston, 1996, p. 1).   
Tilden’s Six Principles 
Interpretation is guided by six principles, defined by Freeman Tilden, the revered father 
of interpretation. These principles, outlined below, continue to represent the core of the 
field.  
1. Any interpretation that does not somehow relate what is being 
displayed or described to something within the personality or 
experience of the visitor will be sterile. 
2. Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is 
revelation based upon information. These are entirely different 
things. All interpretation, however, includes information. 
3. Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the 
materials are presented scientific, historical, or architectural. Any 
art is in some degree teachable. 
4. The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation. 
5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and 
must address itself to the whole person rather than any phase. 
6. Interpretation addressed to children…should not be a dilution of 
the presentation to adults, but should follow a fundamentally 
different approach. To be at its best it will require a separate 
program. (as cited in, Veverka, 1994, p. 20). 
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Applications of Interpretive Theory 
Overview 
Interpretation is an informal learning process that seeks to establish resource connections 
by conveying a sense of place or place-making, referred to as genius loci. Genius refers 
to the character of the place and loci refers to a specific place. Emphasis is placed on 
large-scale concepts that can be addressed with site-specific connections (Veverka, 
1994). Interpretation is often used to familiarize people with local histories while 
connecting them to the surrounding context and larger historical events (Beck, Cable, & 
Knudsen, 1995). The objective of interpretation is to stimulate thought, not to convey fact 
(ESEE, 2004). Instilling visitor resource connections is a central objective, as the 
National Park Service states, ―The ultimate goal of interpretation is to provide 
opportunities for visitors to forge compelling linkages with the resources that they 
develop an active stewardship ethic‖ (National Park Service, n.d., sect. Knowledge of the 
Audience, #6). Interpretation is conveyed with several techniques, such as guided or self-
guided walks and various types of signage in order to achieve this goal. 
 ―Extending the learning process … beyond the classroom provides the 
opportunity for bringing greater understanding, deeper insight, and clearer meaning to 
those areas of knowledge that, all too often, are merely read and discussed but that are 
seldom experienced‖ as stated by Hammerman (as cited in Beck, Cable, & Knudsen, 
1995, p. 131). These outdoor settings allow for concentrated yet distinct experiential 
learning environments, much different from traditional classroom-style settings 
(Hammerman, William, & Elizabeth, 2001). ―…we cannot overlook the importance for 
educational purposes of the close and intimate acquaintance with nature first hand…‖ 
remarked John Dewey, author of several noteworthy educational essays (as cited in Beck, 
Cable, & Knudsen, 1995, p. 226). For if a person remembers, ―10 percent of what they 
hear, 30 percent of what they read, 50 percent of what they see, and 90 percent of what 
they do‖ (Veverka, 1994, p. 10), then why not provide significant learning opportunities 
within the landscape?  
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 Why not interpret the landscape within the landscape?  Often visitors are carefully 
detached from the true nature of the site, forced to view the site from a distance rather 
than experience it firsthand. This has been noted to be bothersome to tourists (Beck, 
Cable, & Knudsen, 1995). The study site has the potential to provide an up-close, 
interpretive landscape experience rooted in the essence of the location. In this project, 
emphasis is placed on interpretation as a site design technique, with interpretative signage 
as a secondary consideration. The reason being, that if landscape interpretation relies on 
signage, ―The viewer can read the signs, but cannot [necessarily] read the landscape‖ 
(Mozingo, 1997, p. 50). Therefore, this proposal places emphasis on creating a readable 
landscape experience.  
Signage 
Although not the focus of this project, signage is an integral part of the equation. It is one 
of the easiest ways to reach visitors (Beck, Cable, & Knudsen, 1995). Signage can be 
incorporated into the landscape experience in various ways: as a supportive element, 
within garden rooms and along trails, and as a main element, within a roadside viewing 
area. The proposal will include several site-specific suggestions for signage. These ideas 
will be presented with the intention that the Rivers Project staff would further develop 
these suggestions into interpretive panels by using the information provided in this 
document coupled with their own knowledge of the site, resource, and visitors. With 
appropriate siting, the panels can become an extension of the proposed landscape 
experience.    
 The significance of wayside signage should not be overlooked. It is a cost-
effective way to provide information to the visitor regardless of time of day, promote a 
connection with the resource, and function as a silent advocate for resource protection 
(Hoffman, n.d.) Wayside panels should be introduced into the proposed site because the 
current and predominant way to experience the site is along the roadway. Although the 
proposed project works to promote pedestrian site use, the vehicular user should also be 
addressed as part of the interpretive audience. Because the proposal emphasizes the 
landscape experience, these wayside interpretive signs can be designed in such a way as 
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to, ―Let the landscape itself—the telling detail—illuminate the subject‖ ( Hoffman, n.d., 
para. 8 ).  
Corps of Engineers 
Now that the importance of interpretation and its various techniques have been addressed, 
this paper will discuss how the Corps of Engineers, like many of our country‘s land 
management agencies, employ the use of interpretation at their project sites. The 
Interpretive Services and Outreach Program (ISOP) is used to facilitate and guide this 
process. Significant features of the ISOP are listed in the Rivers Project Master Plan. The 
qualities with direct relevance to the project are listed here:  
· … achieving management objectives using interpretive techniques; 
· communicating the Corps … missions and accomplishments to the 
public; and 
· … enhancing the experience and enjoyment of visitors to Corps 
projects (USACE, 2001, sec. 8, p.12).  
 In addition to the agency wide ISOP the Rivers Project Office also oversees an 
ISOP. The subsequent information consists of the Rivers Project Office‘s ISOP goals and 
objectives that are applicable to the proposed project. ― The overall goal… is to enhance 
the visitors‘ understanding and appreciation of public lands and waters, instilling visitors 
with a sense of proprietorship and promoting environmental stewardship in order to 
preserve the natural and cultural resources of the region for future generations‖ ( USACE, 
2001, sec. 8, p. 12).  
 While their overall goal is broad-reaching, their interpretive objectives are both 
site-specific and detailed, outlining the topics a visitor should be able to discuss after a 
site visit. Even though the objectives listed below are specific to the neighboring National 
Great Rivers Museum, some are relevant to the proposed project. They include:  
· Articulate what the river means to them;  
· Identify at least two major river issues and how those issues affect 
river sustainability;  
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· Identify the role of the Corps in water resource management 
(USACE, 2001, sec. 8, p. 13). 
The Rivers Project Office ISOP has also outlined several interpretive themes for 
the National Great Rivers Museum.  Two of the five themes will be repeated as the 
foundation of the project sites‘ interpretive program. The first theme is the natural history 
of the river region while the second addresses the cultural history of the river region.  
This overlapping of interpretive themes will strengthen connections with neighboring 
sites, thereby enhancing the message and improving the potential for visitor 
understanding about the Mississippi River system. The National Great Rivers Museum‘s 
relevant themes are listed below. If used, application of these themes will correspond 
directly with the project site.   
Natural History of the River:
· The river‘s name;  
· The ecology and natural history of the river;  
· A comparison of then and now. 
Cultural History of the River:  
· Aboriginal life on the river;  
· Early exploration of the river basin; 
· Legends and lore of early river travel and trade;  
· Steamboat life;  
· Life in the floodplain;  
· How the river works;  
· Prehistoric river use;   
· Historical river use;  
· Today‘s river use (USACE, 2001, sec. 8, p. 15).
 Select themes will be developed at the project site in conjunction with other 
significant regional and site-specific historical and environmental themes for the 
proposed interpretive program. This proposal will create an interpretive experience 
rooted in the cultural and natural history of the Mississippi River and its floodplain, by 
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transforming this floodplain landscape into an opportunity for outdoor learning. The 
program will use these histories to generate engaging and provoking experiences. It is 
this firsthand experience, or site involvement, that is a fundamental component of 
interpretation. As Jon Charles Coe, FASLA, said, ―If you want to change attitudes you 
don't begin by telling people something. You begin by creating a strong experience of it‖ 
(as cited in, Johnson, 2000, sec. 1, p. 1).  
Interpretive Prospectus  
Introduction 
This project is titled, ―Containing Ground: A Proposed Master Plan for the United States 
Army Corps of Engineers Rivers Project Office Site on the Mississippi River Floodplain 
in West Alton, Missouri‖. The project addresses the site‘s function, readability, and use 
issues while interpreting the natural and cultural significance of the Mississippi River and 
its floodplain landscape. The design seeks to connect the visitor with the resource. It 
works to make the unseen visible through the creation of a series of engaging interpretive 
spaces. A primary objective is to increase public knowledge of and association with the 
Mississippi River landscape.  
 Empower the public to think. This is what the Corps Interpretive Services and 
Outreach Program proposes. It further states, ―A relevant… program can enhance the 
visitor‘s experience and enjoyment… providing interpretive resources to meet those 
needs‖ (USACE, 2001, sec.8, p. 12.). The project addresses those resource needs by 
providing a site-specific interpretive assessment and master plan proposal. In doing so, it 
addresses the site‘s previously unmet recreational and educational missions, while 
increasing its overall appeal.    
 The project sets out to complement regional opportunities and function as a direct 
extension of the National Great Rivers Museum program. This Corps neighboring 
regional visitor center and museum, ―… will be used to tell the Corps story, the river 
story, and the navigation story. The cultural, historical, ecological, and biological 
responses will be interpreted at this major learning center‖ (USACE, 2001, Sec. 2., p.11). 
Moreover, the National Great Rivers Museum theme is to, ―Rediscover Our Mississippi 
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River Connection‖ (Hanna, 1995, p. 21). The project site proposal builds on this theme 
within an outdoor setting. The site affords a unique opportunity to experience the 
Mississippi River floodplain firsthand. The proposal incorporates interpretation of the 
site‘s habitat function (with specific focus on the vast bird usage) and the cultural history 
(specifically its past and present floodplain uses) into this experience.  
Interpretive Plan
The proposed master plan focuses on interpretation of the landscape within the landscape, 
creating opportunities for hands-on learning. It is based on a comprehensive 
understanding of the site‘s historical, existing, and potential purpose, its resources, 
visitors, and regional context, as well as the agency-wide mission, goals, and objectives 
of the Corps.  
 Often referred to as an interpretive prospectus, the master plan is a site-specific 
solution based on the selection of appropriate interpretive approaches. It begins with an 
overall theme, goals, and objectives, followed by site-specific interpretive sub-themes, 
and then supported by design solutions. To maintain message clarity, the themes, goals, 
and objectives must be identified at each level of development (ESEE, 2004). The main 
theme must be clear and consistent, while sub-themes are used to connect the site with 
larger concepts related to the main theme. The interpretive goals are associated with 
visitor reactions and are not as specific. In contrast, the objectives are detailed, 
assessable, and central to the design of the interpretive product (ESEE, 2004). The 
proposed interpretive content is introduced later in the section, in an outline format, to 
maintain message clarity. Specific themes, goals, and objectives are outlined in greater 
detail later on in the paper.    
 The site analysis and research phases of the project were central in the creation of 
the interpretive prospectus. An assessment of the site‘s interpretive potential was done 
prior to the identification of the main interpretive theme, to ensure a strong relationship 
between theme and site.  
 In order to enhance connections and big picture understanding, the theme must 
have relevance with the site and the region. After the identification of the main theme, 
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interpretive sub-themes were established for specific locations. This site selection process 
is described in the following paragraph. 
 Locations have been selected to offer orientation, interpretation, and recreation 
content. These areas are recognized as having the potential to provide a high-quality 
visitor experience at both the interpretative and recreational levels. Site selection criteria 
was diverse, and included cultural, natural, and historical significance; scenic 
vistas/views, visible historic fragments, resource protection, existing and potential visitor 
services/facilities, visitor use patterns, and site management goals. A rating process was 
completed evaluating site significance based on the established criteria. While this 
information is provided later in the paper, the proposed interpretive content is listed 
below.   
Interpretive Site Objectives
· To use the process of interpretation to establish and strengthen 
connections: 
· within the site; 
· with the resource (The Mississippi River); 
· with the region;  
· with other neighboring natural and cultural sites:  
· the USACE‘s National Great Rivers Museum; 
· the MDC‘s Confluence Point State Park; 
· opportunities in St. Louis. 
· To increase site visitation with an improved landscape design that uses 
interpretation to establish and enhance positive visitor associations with 
the Mississippi River and the site;  
· To provide several primary visitor locations to convey the sites 
interpretive message and to concentrate site use in order to protect the sites 
habitat function. 
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Interpretive Theme and Sub-themes   
The main interpretive theme for this site should reveal the natural and cultural 
significance of the Mississippi River and its floodplain by using regional and site-specific 
examples to accomplish this educational goal. The interpretive content is divided into two 
sub-themes; the natural history of the Mississippi River and its floodplain, and cultural 
history. These themes are broad because the project site covers 3,700 acres and is actually 
a collection of several neighboring usage areas. The objective is not to overwhelm the 
visitor by presenting disparate pieces of information, but rather to use several examples to 
communicate to the visitor the broad significance of the area‘s natural and cultural 
history.  
Interpretive Content Outline 
I. Natural history of the Mississippi River and its floodplain 
A. The river‘s relationship to the river basin, the watershed, and the 
floodplain.   
1. The concept of connectivity  
B. Mississippi River characteristics and geography  
1. Discuss the river‘s scale, form, and unique details. 
2. Reveal its soils, hydrology, and vegetation. 
3. Orientation to the river‘s location and to the site‘s position along 
the river. 
C. Ecologic / habitat significance of floodplain 
1. Prairie marsh habitat  
a. Reveal the site‘s management practices and associated 
habitat conditions. 
b. Discuss how prairies were once the dominant land cover in 
the area. 
2. Forest habitat   
a. Examine the association between species presence and 
distance and elevation from river and the soil structure. 
b. Discuss how and why community compositions have 
shifted. 
3.  Habitat significance 
a. Explain the loss of both habitats and the associated factors. 
b. Reveal the importance of habitat protection, conservation, 
and restoration. 
c. Highlight the efforts the Corps of Engineers and other 
agencies have taken to ensure these habitats exist. 
d. Reveal examples of best management practices. 
e. Establish connection between habitat and federal species of 
interest. 
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D. Man‘s impact on the land 
1. Discuss how these impacts have shifted the river‘s function from 
a free-flowing variable system to a controlled and measurable 
system.  
a. Open vs. closed 
b. Renewal, regenerative, and dynamic system vs. weakened, 
relatively static system. 
2. Explain the USACE‘s river management approach and the 
system of locks and dams. 
3. Highlight the river‘s significant flood periods, such as the flood 
of 1995. 
4. Provide a comparison of historical river conditions with present 
conditions. 
E. Mississippi River Flyway  
1. Explain its use by water birds. 
2. Place the site within the flyway and explain its role in terms of its 
location, as a mid-migration point, and its diversity, as a 
collection of different habitat types.  
3. Establish the relationship between habitat conditions and species 
use.  
II. Cultural history of the Mississippi River and it‘s floodplain 
A. Early inhabitants   
1. Examine the life styles of each period by looking at associations 
with the river and its floodplain. 
a. Illinois tribes, e.g., Cahokia 
b. French and English explorers  
c. Westward expansion 
B. Transportation shifts  
1. Examine the changing relationship with the floodplain through 
advancements in transportation, by looking at how the river was 
once central to daily life, functioning as the major travel corridor 
and how that function has shifted to its present function as a 
significant but non-vital element for everyday life. 
a. Explain the evolution of transportation from canoe and 
steamboat to trains, cars, trucks, and barges. 
b. Reveal the river‘s past uses and compare them with its 
current use. 
i. pre-settlement use  
ii. historic use  
iii. current use  
C. Site-specific histories 
1. Reveal the site‘s key histories to provide specific examples of 
changes in land use in order to demonstrate different views of the 
floodplain 
a. Pre-settlement prairie habitat 
b.Early landholder‘s activities 
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c. Military hospital / burial ground 
d.Lincoln Shields duel  
e. Construction of the original and the replacement Lock and 
Dam 26 
f. Railroad construction  
g.Present day function  as a public use recreation and 
restoration area 
Summary 
The above outline is meant to provide an overview of the interpretive topics that have 
relevance to the study site. The site design proposal will focus on a selection from the 
outline provided. All topics can be used as a reference for the Corps‘ staff in the 
development of the interpretive program as potential topics for signage or guided walks. 
Before moving to the next section, a review of the proposed interpretive prospectus is 
provided. It seeks to, ―… [link] visitors with the real, the tangible, resource and its 
immeasurable intangible and universal meanings…‖ (Kryston, 1996, p. 2). Here the 
region‘s significant cultural and natural histories will be interpreted by revealing the story 
of the middle Mississippi River floodplain landscape. The rivers floodplain has 
experienced notable change in its perception, condition, and use. These changes can be 
largely attributed to man‘s efforts to control the landscape.  
 ‗Containing Ground‘, the project title, is a representation of floodplain landscape 
change. As the outline shows, the proposal will examine its beginning as a regenerative 
extension of the river, the evolution into a disconnected portion of land, and address its 
current amalgamated condition. These past histories and present day uses will be 
transformed into a readable landscape experience for the visitor by using the process of 
interpretation in the design of the landscape. The name refers to the floodplain which has 
been contained and separated from the river by a system of levees. It also refers to the 
design process, which uses garden rooms to present the visitor with a collection of 
different time periods, key historical events, and different types of historical floodplain 
habitats. 
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CHAPTER 5: AREA ORIENTATION / SITES  
 
Mississippi River 
Region 
‗Great river‘ or ‗gathering of waters‘ (USACE, 2001, sec. 1, p 1) is the description for the 
Chippewa Indian word Mississippi. It is a fitting name for one of the world‘s prominent 
river systems and North America‘s largest river system. The Mississippi River begins in 
Minnesota‘s Lake Itasca and stretches 2,256 miles through the nation‘s midsection to the 
Louisiana delta and empties into the Gulf of Mexico (USACE, 2001).  
 The river extends beyond its watercourse. It is a complex ecosystem that includes 
the surrounding landscape. This associated land includes areas referred to as the river 
basin and the river floodplain. The term river basin refers to the land area, or watershed 
area, that drains into the river and its associated tributaries. Forty percent of the land in 
the United States consists of Mississippi River Basin land (USACE, 2001). The 
designation of floodplain land is given to the land area adjacent to the river corridor. This 
land is typically characterized as having a low elevation and soils tolerant of prolonged 
water inundation. Historically these areas were subjected to annual flood conditions 
(USACE, 2001). While each of these land areas are directly associated with the river, the 
scope of this project is limited to the river and it‘s floodplain, specifically the region 
surrounding the project land.  
 The Mississippi is a mighty river. Its scale and diversity necessitate a 
management approach that establishes divisions. For legislative and management 
purposes, the river‘s length is split into three sections, referred to as the Headwaters and 
the Upper and Lower Mississippi River. Aside from the river‘s three primary sections, 
another portion of the Mississippi River is named the Middle Mississippi River Valley. 
This section of river starts at the Missouri River confluence and ends where the Ohio 
River joins the Mississippi (USACE, 2001). The project site is located at the end of the 
Upper Mississippi River Valley just above the confluence with the Missouri river. 
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The project focuses on a regional area that includes the lower portion of the Upper 
Mississippi River Valley and the upper portion of the Middle Mississippi River Valley. 
The map in Figure 7 illustrates these river sections and distinguishes the project location.  
 
Figure 7. Map of the Mississippi River management sections in relation to the project site. Note. Map by 
author, based on the map from Becker, Thomas. (1997). Figure 4.2 Midwest Mississippi River Basin.  In 
Part I: The American Midwest Flood of 1993. In Studying Planet Earth: The Satellite Connection. 
Retrieved June 9, 2008, from University of Missouri – Columbia, 
http://cdis.missouri.edu/exec/data/courses2/6204/6204-04.asp. Adapted with permission. 
 The Corps‘ management approaches further segment the river. To maintain 
navigation, the Mississippi River, which once flowed freely from its source to its outlet 
has been controlled by a system of locks and dams. These water control structures divide 
the river into open water and stepped pool conditions. The beginning and the end of the 
river are characterized as open water conditions, whereas the middle of the river is a 
closed-water system that is controlled by 26 locks and dams. The river has also been 
divided from its floodplain. A system of river bank levees and dikes were built to 
maintain river channel levels and to protect floodplain land. These levees reduced flood 
occurrences allowing the allocation of agriculture or urban development. Another Corps 
river management division, although not physical, consists of the demarcation of river 
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miles, which are similar to road miles that are used as location markers (P. McGinnis, 
personal communication, June 9, 2004).   
 In addition to river navigation, the USACE also sets out to protect, restore, and 
promote the Mississippi River‘s cultural and natural significance. The river is regarded as 
a national treasure because of its historic and current functions. In fact, in 1986 the Upper 
Mississippi River was identified ―as a nationally significant ecosystem and a nationally 
significant commercial navigation system‖ with the passing of public law 99-662 (as 
cited in USACE, 2001, sec. 8, p. 5). The USACE provides public access to land 
throughout the Mississippi River Valley, and at all of their sites along the river, they 
work to promote its significance (USACE, 2001).  
Local Region 
The region surrounding the project site is especially notable. A National Scenic Byway 
designation was given for a segment of Illinois Great River Road, Route 100 that is near 
the project area. This portion of the road is referred to as the Meeting of the Great Rivers 
Byway (National Scenic Byways Program, 2006). With a diverse cultural and natural 
history and a varied array of public use sites, the region offers countless options for the 
visitor. Public use sites with cultural, natural, or recreational significance are outlined in 
the regional map displayed in Figure 8. These sites include museums, open space land, 
bikeways, parks, and historical river communities.  Neighboring museum opportunities 
consist of the Lewis and Clark Interpretive Center at Wood River, Cahokia Mounds State 
Park, Lock and Dam 26, and the National Great Rivers Museum. Notable open space 
land includes the Paisa Bird drawing on the river Bluffs, the United States Fish and 
Wildlife land, Pere Marquette State Park, and Confluence Point State Park.  Significant 
bikeway corridors include the 30-mile Vadalabene Bikeway in Illinois and the 200-mile 
Katy Trail in Missouri. (National Scenic Byways Program, 2006).  
  This river map presents important contextual information. It affords a 
representation of both the scale and function of the public use sites associated with the 
Mississippi River. In addition, the regional map reveals the abundant and diverse range 
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of natural and cultural sites found within the area surrounding the project site. The map 
also illustrates the project site‘s adjacency to the river, its short distance from several 
notable sites within the region, and its close proximity to the St. Louis city center.  
 Located directly across the river from the city of Alton, Illinois, the project site 
can be accessed from Illinois via the Great River Road where RT 143 connects with the 
Clark Bridge, or from Missouri via RT 67. It is approximately 30 miles north of 
downtown St. Louis (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 2004). This 3,700 acre 
floodplain site is in St. Charles County, Missouri within the rural town of West Alton. 
The project area is sited between the confluence of the Illinois and Missouri Rivers 
within the area commonly referred to as the meeting of the Great Rivers. Stretching from 
river mile 203.1 to 197, the site spans from the end of Pool 26 to the beginning of Pool 27 
(USACE, 2001). This contextual information is outlined in Figure 9.  
 
Figure 9. Map illustrating the area surrounding the project site. 
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Specific Site Description 
Situated in a low-lying floodplain on the west bank of the Mississippi River, the site‘s 
overall appearance can be characterized as a non-descript open space. Located adjacent to 
Lock and Dam 26, it has two buildings on site. A roadway provides access through this 
grassed landscape scattered with groves of thicket. It terminates in several parking areas 
of varying sizes. Water is a central element. The site borders the Mississippi River on one 
side, while a portion of its interior is marked by a series of water channels that connect 
with pond and marsh areas.  
 This publicly accessible floodplain site includes both restoration and recreation 
land. A portion of the site was previously managed by the Corps as the site of the original 
Lock and Dam 26. The Corps then acquired the other portion as mitigation land in 
accordance with the Lock and Dam 26 Replacement project. This replacement project 
involved a controversial and lengthy battle which resulted in legislation requiring the site 
to provide habitat and recreation functions in addition to navigation. An education 
function was added after the project land was acquired (USACE, 2001).  
 Site functions outlined in the Rivers Project Master Plan do not reflect existing 
site conditions. Although areas have been approved to offer certain functions, some have 
not been fully funded or implemented. The project site‘s current function can be 
described as a restoration area that offers limited recreational and educational content. 
The site‘s navigation function is minimal, as the Lock and Dam is primarily managed 
from the Illinois side of the river (USACE, 2001). The restoration function is flourishing 
as it is actively managed by the Corps. Contrary to this, the recreation function is lacking 
and reflects neither the site‘s potential nor its location within the St. Louis metropolitan 
region. Despite the fact that project land has been set aside for recreation, there is no 
recreation program, and opportunities for recreation are limited (C. Ryan, personal 
interview, July 20, 2004). Moreover, the sites guided interpretive programs and few 
interpretive panels are insufficient to support its education function.  
 The restoration area on site is largely successful prairie-marsh habitat. It is 
popular with water birds and birders. In addition to its active management by the Corps 
for water bird habitat, it is also managed as a waterfowl refuge area. To provide 
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protection, site use restrictions are enacted that limit activities to the roadway during the 
migration period from October 1 to April 30 (P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 
2004). 
Introduction to the Project 
The project objective is to develop a master plan and site program that extends the site 
focus beyond restoration to include recreation and education.  The proposal balances site 
functions with the intention of improving the site‘s appeal and use. The Corps Rivers 
Project Office is knowledgeable and successful about restoration management, therefore 
no changes are proposed for this function. However, restoration will be considered in the 
design of the site‘s recreational and educational content. A large majority of the site is a 
managed habitat, making restoration significant in both scale and function.     
 The project seeks to reveal more than the site‘s restoration significance. The 
program will also address the broader natural and cultural significance of the site, the 
region, and the Mississippi River. It will establish and strengthen connections within the 
site and with these resources. Before moving forward with the project proposal, a clear 
understanding of the project site is needed. The project site covers a large land area and 
therefore the Corps manages it as a collection of separate use areas. These areas vary in 
their function, management, and appearance. Management areas include the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, Ellis Island, Least Tern Island, Ellis Bay, Ellis Bay 
Access Area, Teal Pond, Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, Maple Island Access Area, 
and Maple Island (USACE, 2001). The following section provides descriptions of these 
different management areas. Please refer to the overall site map in Figure 10 and to the 
subsequent location diagrams in Figures 11, 14, 16, 18, 20, and 22. 
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Figure 10. Map denoting the site‘s different management areas. 
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Area Site Descriptions 
Environmental Demonstration Area    
 
Figure 11. Diagram which highlights the Environmental Demonstration Area’s large land holding 
and it’s position within the site. 
The Riverland‘s Environmental Demonstration Area is a bottomland prairie and marsh 
wetland community reflective of pre-settlement habitat conditions that was constructed as 
a cost-effective management technique to suppress invasive species, such as Musk 
Thistle. It also established a desirable permanent cover comprised of a diverse 
assemblage of plants reflective of pre-settlement habitat conditions (USACE, 1993).  
This area is bordered on one side by the site‘s main access road, on the other by a 
highway corridor, and on its interior by private farmland. A power line right of way cuts 
diagonally through the site. Of the site‘s use areas, the Environmental Demonstration 
Area is the largest. It is the site‘s primary habitat restoration area and several of its 
locations have been named.   
 The Corps responded to the site‘s ridge and swale topography modifying its 
landform, hydrology, and vegetation to create a prairie marsh wetland. Initial site work 
began in 1988 with prairie-marsh establishment occurring in 1992 (USACE, 1993). 
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However, the floods of 1993 and 1995 caused its partial reestablishment (P. McGinnis, 
personal interview, June 9, 2004). Seed mixes for different soil moisture gradients were 
created based on consultations with grassland ecologists, prairie restorationists, and on 
recommendations vetted by the Missouri Department of Conservation (MDC), and 
included wet, wet-mesic, mesic, and xeric seed mixes (USACE, 1993). The 
Environmental Demonstration Area consists of 1,200 acres of perched floodplain with 
wet and wet-mesic regimes covering 350 acres, and marsh habitat covering 300 acres. 
Marsh habitat is both permanent and semi-permanent. It varies in size and depth and 
ranges from 50-acre spans to small holes (USACE, 2001).   
 The water management program used in the Environmental Demonstration Area 
is known as ‗moist soil management‘. The Corps employs a gravity flow system, making 
use of the site‘s topography and location between Pool 26 and 27. The area is separated 
from the Mississippi River by a twenty-year levee/spur dike with the exception of two 
main drainage structures. These inflow and outflow pipes are located in Pool 26, where 
elevations are managed between 419 feet and 419.5 feet, and in Pool 27 where levels are 
managed between 401 feet and 402 feet of elevation (J. Cannon, interview, July 20, 
2004). The levee, named Riverland‘s Way, is also part of a larger system of levees. It 
separates the Environmental Demonstration Area from the river and provides west bank 
access to the site‘s the lock and dam structure (USACE, 2001).   
 The site‘s low elevation and gently sloping ridge and swale topography was 
originally marked by seven channels that flow northwest to southeast (USACE, 1993).  
This existing drainage pattern was expanded to include pond and marsh areas. It was also 
enhanced with the construction of a series of lateral ditches and installation of several 
basic water control structures. These drop-log and gated structures allow specific areas 
within the Environmental Demonstration Area to be managed differently. This provided a 
range of hydric habitat conditions and supports a diverse number of local and migratory 
water birds, including both shorebird and dabbling duck species (USACE, 2001). These 
water management areas and the water flow pattern are identified in Figure 12. Some 
areas such as Heron Pond and Two Pecan Pond are described in greater detail in the 
following paragraphs. Images of these areas and some of the site‘s other water bodies are 
shown in Figure 13.  
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Figure 12. Map of the Environmental Demonstration Area identifying the site‘s main water management 
areas and the pattern of water flow. 
 
Figure 13. Collection of images which depicts the range of habitats found within the Environmental 
Demonstration Area‘s water management areas. 
 Heron Pond, perhaps named after the Herons that frequent the site, is the largest 
water body in the Environmental Demonstration Area covering 17 acres (J. Faust, 
personal interview, June 9, 2004). Located on the west edge of the site, it is not accessible 
by trail but can be accessed by vehicle from a private country road. Its habitat conditions 
attract a significant number of water bird species. Consequently, it is a popular birding 
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spot, outfitted with a viewing blind. Much of the edge condition consists of willow 
thicket. A stand of trees to the east screen the area and create a sense of enclosure not 
common in this open prairie landscape. There is currently  a plan to extend the pond to 
cover 60 acres by removing soil and adding another water control structure (J. Cannon, 
interview, July 20, 2004).  
 Two Pecan Pond is the only area in the Environmental Demonstration Area with a 
managed trail. It is located across the road from the Rivers Project Office headquarters. 
This site has evolved from a pond community into a seasonal marsh area. The pond was 
named after the adjacent native pecan trees that remain from the previous site function (J. 
Faust, personal interview, June 9, 2004).  
Teal Pond 
 
Figure 14. The key diagram demarcates the location of Teal Pond within the site. 
Teal Pond, named for the Teal duck, is a 67-acre, closed water system bounded by levees, 
two of which function as roadways (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). 
Located near the neighboring gas station (see Figure 15), and southwest of the 
Environmental Demonstration Area‘s main access road, the site is accessible from Wise 
Road. The area provides habitat as well as recreational fishing opportunities. The pond 
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structure is four- to five-feet deep with certain areas reaching depths of eight feet. It was 
constructed to have deep water pockets and submerged and exposed islands. Its features 
include a parking area, a boat ramp, and three fishing dikes (USACE, 2001). In 1990 the 
Corps partnered with the MDC to manage Teal Pond. However, since the MDC‘s initial 
stocking in 1991, it has not been subsequently restocked (J. Cannon, personal interview, 
July 20, 2004).  
 
Figure 15. View from the site's access road of Teal Pond and the adjacent Fisca gas station. 
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Ellis Island and Least Tern Island 
 
Figure 16. Key diagram outlining Ellis Island and Least Tern Island‘s placement within the site. 
Ellis Island is no longer an island. Its connection to the mainland caused the closing of 
the Alton Slough and the creation of Ellis Bay. This 123-acre site is situated at a low 
elevation parallel to the main river channel (Department of the Army, 1976). From this 
vantage point, the river becomes visible at another scale. Despite its recent use as a 
dredge disposal site, it can be classified as a pioneer Willow/Maple community, with 
areas of exposed sand, and three interior ponds. The site‘s managed habitat area is limited 
to the pond areas and to the adjacent Least Tern Island. Pond water levels, much like the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, are managed by ‗moist soil management‘ (J. 
Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). 
  Although originally slated as a recreational area, both budget and management 
concerns have limited this use on Ellis Island (P. McGinnis, interview, June 9, 2004). The 
site is accessible by foot from the parking area near the main road. Visitors often use the 
unimproved access road on the edge of the site. There are two observation blinds which 
offer views of one pond and of Least Tern Island. Like much of the site, the area provides 
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critical habitat for wildlife, most notably migratory and non-migratory water bird species 
(J. Faust, personal interview, June 20, 2004).  
 Least Tern Island is a managed sandbar habitat, approximately 150 feet in length. 
It is located just several feet downstream from Ellis Island, as seen in Figure 17. While 
constructed to provide habitat for the threatened Least Tern population, the species has 
not utilized the site for nesting purposes, possibly due to its exposed nature (C. Deutsch, 
personal interview, June 23, 2004). Fortunately, this sandbar habitat appeals to a wide 
range of water birds. Species such as the Killdeer and the endangered Piping Plover have 
been known to use the site (C. Ryan, personal interview, July 14, 2004). 
 
Figure 17. The image of Least Tern Island reveals the sand bar habitat and its close proximity to Ellis 
Island. 
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Ellis Bay and Ellis Bay Access Area  
 
Figure 18. Key diagram outlining Ellis Bay and Ellis Bay Access Areas placement within the site. 
The 600-acre backwater area known as Ellis Bay marks the location of the old Alton 
slough, see Figure 19. Water depths average five feet during normal pool levels; they 
shallow near inundated islands, and deepen near the old slough channel (USACE, 2001). 
This bay habitat supports a large number of water bird and fish species. The water birds 
reach their highest numbers during winter and spring months (C. Ryan, personal 
interview, July 20, 2004). 
 
Figure 19. View of Ellis Bay from Ellis Bay Access Area looking downstream toward Lock and Dam 26. 
 The strip of land between Ellis Bay and the access road is referred to as the Ellis 
Bay Access Area. It is the site of the Rivers Project Office headquarters, the adjacent one 
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room educational learning facility (ELF), and an elevated observation deck. This 44-acre 
parcel also features three parking areas and a vaulted restroom (USACE, 2001). This area 
offers elevated views of Ellis Bay. Constructed as a dredge disposal site of sandy fill 
material, it was initially planted with a drought-tolerant prairie mix, but has since been 
left to natural succession (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). It is a relatively 
flat-grassed open space that slopes near the water edge. Most of the edge is banded by 
trees, whereas the rest of the site is scattered with pockets of tree growth.  
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area  
 
Figure 20. Key diagram outlines the relationship of Lincoln Shields Recreation Area with the rest of site. 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area currently functions as a public use recreation area. This 
20-acre site (Harmon, 2000) is located upstream from the Route 67 Clark Bridge. Its 
access road passes over Ellis Lake, through a stand of Cottonwood trees, and terminates 
into an extensive parking area that remains from the site‘s previous function as the 
original site of Lock and Dam 26. The site presents panoramic upstream river views. The 
east edge of the site is bounded by the old lock and dam levee. It features two historic 
piers, a vaulted toilet structure, and a memorial. The central area consists of a flat, 
treeless parking lot that extends to a small grass border near the water‘s edge, as shown in 
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Figure 21. The west edge offers access to Alton Lake, an extension of the Mississippi 
River, via two boat ramps as well as access to the West Alton Linear Bike Trail. The 
West Alton Bike Trial covers two miles of old railway (J. Faust, personal interview, June 
9, 2004). Also, to further clarify, the previously mentioned Ellis Lake can better be 
described as a pond-marsh community. It is open to the river, bounded on one side by the 
old rail road levee and distinguished by a stand of dead trees.  
 
Figure 21. View of Lincoln Shields Recreation Area taken from east edge of the site. 
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Maple Island Access Area and Maple Island  
 
Figure 22. The key diagram outlines the site placement of Maple Island Access Area and Maple Island. 
The access road ends at the tail water of Lock and Dam 26, in an area referred to as 
Maple Island Access Area. The area provides access to support navigational management 
and recreational use. The view from the site reveals the true scale of the lock and dam 
structure, as shown in Figure 23. This area borders the bank of the river. The edge 
consists of a gravel parking area with a boat ramp. The parking area abuts the river edge, 
which is marked with a guardrail. The interior is covered by a flood-tolerant prairie area 
with Buffalo grass as the dominant species. The area‘s high potential for flooding results 
in frequent closure. Managed water levels vary between open gate conditions, with water 
levels at or near the guardrail, and closed gate conditions, with water levels 
approximately fifteen feet below the guardrail (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 29, 
2004). The turbulence of the tail water draws various fish and water birds to the area.  
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Figure 23. View from the access road near the approach to Maple Island Access Area showing the vast size 
of Lock and Dam 26. 
 Maple Island is sited downstream from the tail water of Lock and Dam 26 in Pool 
27. This location received minimal disturbance during construction of the Lock and Dam 
26 replacement project and for this reason is managed as an ecologically sensitive area by 
the Illinois Department of Natural Resources. Maple Island refers to a 454-acre area that 
consists of four islands. It is classified as a representative native bottomland floodplain 
forest community. Dominant species include Cottonwood, Maple, and Willow trees.  Wet 
meadow conditions may occur in higher elevations (USACE, 2001). While site use is 
extremely limited, it is accessible by boat year round and by foot during low-river 
conditions (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 29, 2004). 
 This concludes the description of the site‘s management areas. While the 
preceding section provided an introduction to the site‘s current function and condition, 
the following section will provide historical context. Information covers the natural and 
cultural history of the region and the site. Subsequent to the regional history is the site-
specific history section. Although the scope of the project is limited to the project site and 
the surrounding region, it is important to note that the entire Mississippi River is central 
to our national history, and is a significant resource. 
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CHAPTER 6: SITE ANALYSIS 
Summary 
Currently the site fails to convey its function and its significance. For the most part, it is 
viewed and used as a birding and fishing site (P. McGinnis, interview, June 9, 2004). Yet 
this large, publicly accessible site, situated within the St. Louis metropolitan region, is 
designated as much more. Features, although not fully developed, include areas set aside 
for recreation and guided educational programs. It also affords a successful, well-
developed habitat restoration area. Unfortunately, this habitat function is largely 
overlooked and unknown to the public, with the exception of a few specific groups.  
 What the site lacks is a balanced site program. Until now, emphasis has been 
placed on the site‘s habitat restoration function, which has been tremendously successful. 
The Rivers Project Office‘s recreational and educational focus has been directed across 
the river at the recently constructed National Great Rivers Museum (P. McGinnis, 
interview, June 9, 2004). Although the site has areas designated as recreational, there are 
currently little to no amenities associated with the function, resulting in missed 
opportunities. With successful establishment of the National Great Rivers Museum, the 
Rivers Project Office can build out the project site across the river. Here they will be able 
to introduce recreation and education opportunities outside the confines of a building, 
within the landscape.  
 The site‘s functions and use require improvements. The River‘s Project Office 
recognizes that the site‘s recreational and educational opportunities must be developed in 
order to accomplish the goals outlined in the Rivers Project Master Plan. The Office is 
aware that a more balanced site program will better fulfill their mission and will improve 
site use (P. McGinnis, interview, June 9, 2004). The following section provides an 
assessment of the site‘s existing restoration, recreation, and education functions. It also 
affords an introduction to the proposal for each function. 
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Primary Site Functions 
Restoration 
The site‘s restoration function is present and flourishing. The Rivers Project Office has 
had great success establishing and managing this restoration area. Thus the proposal does 
not involve any development or management guidelines pertaining to this function. The 
proposal introduces recreational and educational content into the restoration area in a way 
that will not compromise this original function, in order to balance site functions, blend 
site uses, and strengthen area connections. More importantly, the recreation and 
education content will be designed not only to increase accessibility, but it will also 
promote a greater understanding of the restoration area and its role within the Mississippi 
River system.  
Recreation 
Unlike the site‘s restoration function, its recreation function is not without problems. The 
site‘s current recreational appeal is limited mostly to bird watchers and fishermen. 
Current conditions limit recreational use almost exclusively to the roadway edges and 
parking areas. However, there are a few exceptions where interior site access is provided 
(J. Faust, personal correspondence, June 9, 2004). Regrettably, these areas are not fully 
developed, function independently, and often occur in remote locations. The large scale 
of the site, its existing infrastructure, its significant location, and the Corps‘ recreation 
mission statement substantiate the need for a stronger recreation program. The project 
seeks to create a recreation program that affords a greater range of opportunities, 
enhances other site functions, and attracts a diverse user base.  
Education 
Of the three site functions, education is the weakest. It relies primarily on guided 
instruction and interpretative panels. The Corps offers several interesting guided 
programs but most are targeted for elementary and middle school groups. These 
programs use a limited portion of the site, typically the one-room classroom and 
neighboring observation deck (C. Ryan, personal interview, July 14, 2004). While 
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successful in what they offer, their focus is narrow. The proposal involves a broadened 
focus. It involves designing the site in such a way as to enhance the Corps‘ guided 
interpretive programs. It will also feature numerous opportunities for self-guided and 
planned group activities in select areas throughout the site. More importantly, the 
educational content will extend beyond guided programs to include self-guided 
opportunities. The current layout incorporates only a few interpretive signs. The proposal 
will consist of a site and regionally specific interpretive program that works in 
conjunction with the recreation and restoration programs in order to realize the full 
potential of the education function.  
 Analysis of the project site extends beyond an assessment of the site‘s three main 
functions. The review also encompasses both a general site and an area-specific analysis. 
The next section consists of the overall site analysis and is followed by the area-specific 
analysis section.  
General Site Analysis  
A brief introduction is provided again with regard to the site appearance. It demonstrates 
how the site may appear to a general visitor and is based on the initial site visit. This site 
is situated at a low elevation and is adjacent to the Mississippi River. It can be 
characterized as a flat-grassed landscape dotted with a series of water bodies and pockets 
of tree and shrub growth. The main linear road provides access to different parking areas. 
It terminates downstream at the massive Lock and Dam structure and upstream in a vast 
parking area. The view from the road while traveling downstream is dominated by the 
river, the monolithic Lock and Dam, and the site‘s storage use facility. While traveling 
upstream the Route 67 berm, the Clark Bridge, and the adjacent gas station stand out.  
 As the earlier paragraph begins to reveal, the initial impression of the site is 
unexceptional. Whether viewing the site from within or across the river in Alton, Illinois, 
the structures dominate the landscape. This is not to say the site is not noteworthy or that 
it does not have the potential for improvement. Its existing restoration function is 
regarded as highly successful. Potential can be found in several site features as well as in 
some interesting site and regional histories. These reasons, coupled with the Corps‘ 
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mission statement, which identifies recreation and education as central site components, 
warrant the development and incorporation of recreational and educational content into 
the site program. The hope is that these additions will reveal the site‘s true potential, 
establish site interest, and thereby improve visitors‘ overall experience.  
Three Major Issues 
The general site analysis revealed three major issues. First, the existing site conditions do 
not support general site visitors or repeat visitors (P. McGinnis, personal correspondence, 
July 20, 2004). Second, the site‘s separate use areas do not function as one space. Third 
and finally, despite its adjacency to the Mississippi River channel, the site lacks a true 
and strong connection to the river. These issues are explained in the following 
paragraphs. It is important to note that these problems are interrelated and will be 
resolved holistically with the development of a strong site program and a comprehensive 
master plan.   
 The primary issue is that general site use is limited, both in its occurrence and 
duration. This can be attributed to the site‘s current management approach. While areas 
on site have been set aside for recreational use, their function and amenities are limited. 
This lack of development was warranted initially as these efforts were directed across the 
river at the development and management of the National Great Rivers Museum. Now 
that the museum is established, efforts should shift back to the project site.  
 Limited site use can also be attributed to the lack of information provided about 
and offered at the site. Information refers both to orientation and educational content. 
Existing site navigation relies on standard Corps signs, shown in Figure 24, that do little 
more than identify area names. Visitors who are fortunate enough to obtain a site map 
from the Rivers Project Office building or another site such as the National Great Rivers 
Museum are given a better understanding of the site and its different locations. However, 
the site map is very general, and it provides no detailed information, as seen in Figure 25. 
It should be updated to reflect the proposed site program and designed in a brochure 
format to improve visitor site understanding. As described earlier, the educational content 
is insufficient for the site‘s scale and purpose. The project seeks to improve the site‘s 
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level of orientation as well as its educational content. These changes will support a wide-
ranging user base and will encourage repeat visits. 
 
Figure 24. These are images of typical Corps signs found at the project site.  
 
Figure 25. This site map is on hand for the public and although it depicts the site it provides no detailed 
information. Note. From USACE Rivers Project Office, (n.d.). Environmental Demonstration Area 
Handout [Map].Reprinted with permission. 
 The second issue is that the project site does not function as one space, but as a 
collection of separate areas. Although the existing access road connects these separate 
management areas, the site lacks reinforcement of this connection. While considerations 
must be made for the Corps‘ need to manage separate use areas differently as allocated in 
the Rivers Project Master Plan, the site should also function and read as one space. The 
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proposal seeks to strengthen area connections by blurring area distinctions and 
interweaving site functions that were previously managed separately as recreation, 
restoration, or education spaces. Future site development intends to balance these site 
functions through such methods as establishing a trail network.  
 The third issue concerns the site‘s weak relationship to the larger resource of the 
Mississippi River. Despite the fact that a considerable portion of the site is adjacent to the 
river channel, the connection is purely visual. In some places, the river views are 
breathtaking. However, views alone will not establish strong visitor-resource 
connections. The site conditions afford no information about the river. Moreover, the 
recreational and educational content fail to reinforce the river-land connection. Therefore, 
the proposal sets out to generate awareness and increased understanding about this river 
land connection. It does so by utilizing the site‘s proximity to the river and views of the 
river as key elements in the proposed recreation and education programs. 
Site Use: Overall Analysis 
The analysis of these three main site issues and the previously mentioned site functions 
reveal much about the current site condition. In addition, the analysis also encompasses 
visitor use. Use refers to overall site use and includes how, when, and where site use 
occurs. The site use analysis looks at existing user groups, their activities, and typical site 
use patterns. Site use predominantly corresponds with the road and the adjacent parking 
areas. The road is the only movement corridor through the site. Although this 
concentration of traffic protects considerable habitat area from disturbance, the current 
site plan also creates a restricted site experience. There is currently little to lead the 
general visitor into the site by car or by foot. There are fewer reasons for them to exit 
their vehicle, but if they do they typically do not venture far beyond the periphery of the 
road or the parking areas, see Figure 26.  
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Figure 26. These images document visitor use along the road corridor and demonstrate why improved 
interior site use options are necessary.  
 There are some interior site use exceptions. These are limited mostly to 
programmed visitors, such as bird watchers and fishermen. A diagram of the site‘s 
existing use areas is provided in Figure 27. It is fundamental to identify these existing site 
users and evaluate their patterns and activities in order to create a new site plan that 
incorporates programmed visitor use yet still draws use from these general visitors. The 
information about programmed visitors was generated from personnel and visitor 
discussions, site reports, and personal observations.    
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Figure 27. The diagram reveals the small portion of the site that is currently utilized by visitors in 
comparison to the actual size of the land holding. 
Use Groups 
The project site is currently used by the following groups:  fishermen, birders, education, 
walkers, prairie enthusiasts, bikers; and local, regional, and national general visitors often 
referred to as sightseers. As previously stated, with the exception of birders and 
fishermen that make up the site‘s primary use groups, the site use is limited. Educational 
groups represent the third most common user group followed by general site users (P. 
McGinnis, personal interview, July 14, 2004).  
The existing site conditions do not promote sustained or repeat site use by most user 
groups. The intensity and diversity of site utilization varies throughout the year. Overall, 
site use is highest during warm weather periods. However, some use corresponds with 
seasonal habitat conditions as bird watchers and fishermen frequently use the site during 
winter and spring months (C. Ryan, personal interview, July 14, 2004). For most of the 
year, site use can be characterized as low. In contrast, on one day of the year the site 
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attracts thousands of visitors, as a popular viewing spot for Fourth of July fireworks. 
Other events have also attracted heavy site use, such as the Wings of Spring; a birding 
festival featuring numerous guided birding trips, educational classes, and musical guests 
(P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 14, 2004). The activities and patterns of the site‘s 
three main user groups, fishermen, birders, and educational groups will be explored 
further. 
Fishermen 
Fishing includes both bank and boat fishing and ranges from novice to advanced. Use 
varies throughout the year with changing fish habitat. Most fishermen are nearby 
residents and many are frequent site users. The areas they frequent can be found by 
referencing Figure 44. Bank fishermen utilize a majority of the river bank. The most 
popular bank fishing location is at Maple Island Access Area. Lincoln Shields Recreation 
Area and Ellis Bay also receive regular use to a lesser degree (J. Faust, personal 
interview, June 9, 2004). The site affords three options for boat fisherman. These include 
the deep water conditions upstream from Lock and Dam 26 with access from Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area, the shallow turbid water conditions downstream from Lock and 
Dam 26 with access from Maple Island Access Area, and the closed-pond environment at 
Teal Pond (USACE, 2001).  
Birders 
Birders represent a diverse user group and consist of local, regional, and national birders. 
They range in skill from beginners to advanced and vary in site use from solitary users to 
planned groups. Beginners often include general site users interested in seeing bald 
eagles. While more advanced birders travel considerable distances to catch a glimpse of a 
reclusive or unusual bird species. Overall, their use patterns reflect the birds varying with 
the seasons and changing habitat conditions (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 
2004).  
The birders‘ main viewing corridor is the roadway and adjacent parking areas. 
Opportunities for interior site access are limited, and as a result are subject to heavy 
traffic, as shown in Figure 43. Groups, such as Audubon, have expressed interest in 
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increasing interior access and viewing opportunities, specifically within the 
Environmental Demonstration Area (P. McGinnis, personal interview, June 9, 2004). The 
most popular birding areas within the site include the Environmental Demonstration Area 
and areas that offer views of Ellis Bay. While bird use and bird viewing occur year round 
in the Environmental Demonstration Area, in Ellis Bay peak viewing occurs during 
winter and spring months (C. Ryan, personal interview, July 20, 2004).  
Educational Groups 
Educational groups represent another common site user. They typically consist of school 
groups, prairie enthusiasts, boy scouts, and birders. Elementary school students and 
birders represent the most common educational use groups. The areas on site that are 
commonly used by these educational groups as well as those areas that currently offer 
educational content are identified in Figure 45. Often the visits are guided by a Corps 
ranger and the programs are planned. To maintain interest, this type of visit is typically 
less than an hour in length. These visits generally occur within the one-room classroom, 
the observation deck, and Two Pecan Trail. (C. Ryan, personal interview, July 20, 2004).  
Fishermen, birders, and educational groups all have programmed activities that are 
supported at various levels by current site conditions. Improved conditions and increased 
access are necessary not only to benefit these existing user groups, but also to make the 
site attractive to other potential site users. As previously mentioned, presently non-
programmed and general site users have limited to no site use (P. McGinnis, personal 
interview, July 20, 2004). The proposal will reveal how improvements to the site 
conditions can benefit various types of use groups.  
Introduction to the Proposal  
The first objective of this proposal is to shift emphasis from vehicular traffic to pedestrian 
access. While the site is accessible by vehicle, bike, boat, and foot, use is predominantly 
vehicular. Increased visual and physical accessibility and the establishment of 
recreational and educational opportunities will encourage increased pedestrian use of the 
site. These improvements are vital in order to enhance connections both within the site 
and with the visitor. The proposal suggests the establishment of a trail network to 
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promote pedestrian site use, improve accessibility, and strengthen connections. The 
current existing interior access areas, like much of the site, function separately, and are 
limited in their level of engagement. As a result, the general visitor is often unaware of 
their existence. The use of these interior access areas is further limited by their lack of 
accessibility. Therefore, the site proposal will focus on improved function and access to 
these areas. To promote improved pedestrian use across all of the site‘s existing and 
potential use areas, the proposal suggests an integration of recreational and educational 
content.    
 In addition to improving the pedestrian site experience, the new program will 
emphasize the significance of specific landscapes within the larger site. Meaning can be 
found in the current and historical landscape functions of the site and the surrounding 
floodplain region. Thus, unlike the neighboring National Great Rivers Museum program, 
the proposal develops a landscape based recreation and education program. It is 
important to note that the original site plans included a visitor center function, but budget 
cuts eliminated it from development (McGinnis, interview, June 9, 2004). While a new 
visitor center would be a welcome addition to the site, it is not the focus of this project. 
Rather, the focus is to develop a landscape experience that offers visitor center functions 
that are strong enough to function independently, as well as to complement the 
neighboring National Great Rivers Museum program and other regional opportunities.  
 The proposed trail network sets out to improve pedestrian opportunities by 
providing increased accessibility appropriate to the site‘s scale and diversity. Enhanced 
accessibility includes physical and visual aspects. This new corridor will offer the visitor 
the opportunity for a more complete site experience. Trails can be designed to slow 
visitor speeds and allow the site to appeal to a wider range of senses, thus promoting 
engagement with the resource and allowing multiple stories to be interpreted. Before 
designing the proposed trail system, the site‘s existing trails were analyzed to identify any 
issues or beneficial features.    
 The site‘s existing trails, the Two Pecan Trail and the West Alton Bike Trail, are 
among the few existing interior use areas. They are outlined in Figure 28. While these 
trails provide needed site access, they currently fail to attract considerable use, reveal the 
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site‘s function and significance, and provide an engaging experience. These failures can 
be attributed to each trail‘s layout, location, lack of educational content, and 
advertisement.   
 
 
Figure 28: Map documenting the sites limited interior accessibility by highlighting its two managed trails, 
Two Pecan Trail and the West Alton Bike Trail.  
 Two Pecan Trail is the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s only managed 
access area. A detailed analysis will follow. While the trail provides much needed access, 
it is not without problems. It connects the Environmental Demonstration Area with 
adjacent Ellis Bay Access Area. The layout often causes visitors to bypass the Ellis Bay 
Access Area trailhead altogether by accessing the Environmental Demonstration Area 
from the road (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 2004). Furthermore, as the only 
trail through the Environmental Demonstration Area, it fails to accurately depict the 
diverse habitat and beauty found within this portion of the site.  
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 The trail features views of Two Pecan Pond. Regrettably, the pond is small and it 
lacks the interest and diversity that the nearby larger Heron Pond provides. On the other 
hand, positive distinction is found in the trail‘s earthen-constructed, grassed viewing 
mounds (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). These mounds are an excellent, 
low-maintenance technique for providing elevated views and this feature will be 
replicated along proposed trail routes.  
Additional issues can be found with the trail length. It is not sufficient to reveal 
the true character and diversity of the 1,200-acre Environmental Demonstration Area. 
Beyond that, the informational content is vague. Its notation on the general site map and 
its small marker at the trail head do not draw attention or use. To promote increased trail 
use and maintain visitor interest, the experience must become more engaging. This can be 
done by incorporating site and resource specific interactive and interpretive qualities and 
improved viewing opportunities (J. Faust, personal interview, June 9, 2004).          
Area-Specific Analysis 
The overall site analysis is supported by a detailed analysis of each area on site. These 
areas were identified and described previously in Chapter Two. The areas include the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, Ellis Bay Access Area, Ellis Bay, Lincoln Shields 
Recreation Area, Ellis Island, Maple Island Access Area, and Maple Island. Please refer 
to Figure 29 to review each area location within the site. The area specific analysis covers 
current use patterns, functional use issues, as well as significant and insignificant 
conditions and features.  
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Figure 29. Map illustrating the different management areas found within the site.  
Environmental Demonstration Area    
The Environmental Demonstration Area is a land area actively managed by the Corps to 
provide a complex of habitat conditions for water birds. As such, the analysis does not 
cover the site‘s habitat function or management approach but, is based on aesthetics, 
interest, and access. The site is predominantly only visually accessible from its periphery, 
the adjacent roadways. While there are several maintenance roads that follow the site‘s 
levees, this 1,200-acre space features only one publicly accessible trail and one separate 
viewing blind (J. Faust, personal communication, June 9, 2004). As mentioned 
previously, while it represents one of the few planned areas with pedestrian accessibility, 
the distance and experiential qualities of the trail are not appropriate for the size and 
diversity of the Environmental Demonstration Area. Birders and other groups have 
expressed interest in gaining increased site accessibility. Current site interest is limited 
mostly to birders and prairie people, with limited site use by educational groups and 
general site users (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 2004). This lack of popularity 
among those other than birders can be attributed to the site‘s absence of a visitor use 
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program, limited aesthetics, and restricted access. The map in Figure 30 highlights the 
site‘s existing use areas as well as areas possessing potential for future development.  
 
Figure 30. Map of the Environmental Demonstration Area showing the current visitor use areas and areas 
with development potential. 
 Aesthetically, the Environmental Demonstration Area needs improvement. This 
grassed open space marked with water channels and several water features has no 
markers except for the large, locked gates with stop signs that block its many 
maintenance roads. These gates should not be the area‘s dominant visual element. 
Smaller signs should replace the existing ones. Furthermore, to lessen this impact and to 
draw visitors to the area, functional site elements can be introduced, such as a viewing 
tower and additional viewing blinds. These simple additions can be designed to contrast 
the soft, natural look of prairie marsh area and establish visual connections with the 
neighboring lock and dam. 
 Increased visual and physical accessibility within the Environmental 
Demonstration Area is also essential to the project. Proposed site enhancements include 
the development of a trail system and the selection of several viewing areas. The existing 
trail should be realigned and extended into a layout that reveals more about the area and 
that establishes stronger connections with other areas on site and with the Mississippi 
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River. The proposed trail will create stronger connections with the adjacent Ellis Bay 
Access Area and with Heron Pond. As the site‘s largest pond, Heron Pond supports a 
wide range of habitats and is a popular bird viewing location. Current accessibility is 
offsite from a nearby country road as seen in the view of Heron Pond in Figure 31. Site 
and resource connections should also be enhanced by outfitting the proposed trails with 
improved viewing opportunities, such as elevated viewing mounds, viewing blinds, and a 
viewing tower.  
 
Figure 31. View of Heron Pond from a location near Orton Road. 
 The trail system within the Environmental Demonstration Area will be designed 
to support three main functions. First, the trails will provide increased site access through 
a diverse range of habitat conditions. Potential habitats include marsh, marsh edge, pond, 
pond edge, thicket, groves, short prairie grass with forbs, and tall prairie grass stands. 
This diverse and changing environment will keep visitors interested, as each habitat area 
will offer different experiential qualities and viewing opportunities, as shown in Figure 
32. Moreover, this collection of habitats provides for a range of interpretive topics. 
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Figure 32. Series of cross-sectional views through the trail revealing how each habitat creates a different 
experience. 
  The trail layout will protect the habitat function of the restoration area despite the 
increased access by employing several different techniques. Rodgers and Smith 
documented in 1997 that to mitigate the impact of increased site use, a buffer zone of 328 
feet is recommended. This distance can be lowered by employing screening techniques, 
lowering noise levels, and using path layouts that are parallel as opposed to perpendicular 
with respect to bird use areas (as cited in Bennett & Zuelke, 1999,  p. 10). The proposal 
also recommends continued enforcement of limited site use restrictions during migration 
periods, specifically within the Environmental Demonstration Area, the site‘s largest 
restoration area. Limited accessibility could still be offered on the main trail loop that is 
concentrated near the site periphery and offers elevated viewing areas. The proposed trail 
layout should be monitored after it is created to evaluate the impact on bird use, and 
adjustments should be made where necessary.  
 Lastly, the trail system will include an educational component. The primary 
objective is to relay the natural significance of the Mississippi River to the visitor. 
Signage, viewing areas, and demonstration gardens will function as the trail‘s main 
interpretive tools. Interpretive examples include the site‘s relationship with the 
84 
 
Mississippi River, the function and purpose of the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s 
habitat management program, and the role of prairie marsh habitat within the river‘s 
floodplain compared to the role of a levee in the floodplain. With careful siting and the 
selection of relevant interpretive content, the trail system will not only reveal the essence 
of the site, but the larger resource connections as well.  
 To accomplish these functions, the trails will be engaging, will offer panoramic 
views and vistas, and will directly identify connections between the site and the 
Mississippi River. In doing so, the proposed trails will improve site use and appeal to a 
greater range of users, specifically non-programmed site users and birders. This site-
specific approach to trail development builds from the site‘s success as a restoration area 
and popular birding spot, thus allowing the function of the Environmental Demonstration 
Area to extend beyond restoration and to include recreational and educational 
opportunities.  
Ellis Bay Access Area   
Unlike the Environmental Demonstration Area, the Ellis Bay Access Area lacks a 
specific site program. Only a small portion of this 44-acre site is being utilized (USACE, 
2001). Active use areas include the Rivers Project Office building and the surrounding 
area, the bank edge, and to a limited extent the two additional parking areas, see Figure 
33. While the initial function of the building may appear to be a visitor center, it is not. It 
primarily functions as an office for the Corps and other agency staff (J. Faust, personal 
interview, June 9, 2004). The building does have a small public reception area which 
provides regional brochures, a basic site map, bathrooms, and a bird sightings board. Yet 
this space and its amenities are not sufficient for the scale of the site. Since it is largely 
absent from the building, the proposal seeks to incorporate the visitor center function into 
the landscape experience.  
85 
 
 
Figure 33. Map showing the existing use areas within the Ellis Bay Access Area.   
 The most heavily used location within the Ellis Bay Access Area is the area 
surrounding the building. This area is used by staff, educational groups, and general site 
visitors. Area amenities are shown in Figure 34 and include several picnic tables, an 
observation deck, several interpretive signs, and a one-room classroom. While they are 
welcome additions to the otherwise stark site experience, their arrangement is not ordered 
nor is it welcoming. Furthermore, site orientation is limited to the letter-size blue and 
green area maps available inside Rivers Project Office building during business hours. 
Though the observation deck provides excellent views of Ellis Bay, its connection with 
other site features is limited. Although the classroom provides a location for guided 
interpretive instruction, its presence, specifically its design and location, detract from the 
site experience. Perhaps in the future, appropriated funds would support an improved 
building design and location. More importantly, the site‘s educational function should not 
be housed within this one-room structure. It should be embedded into the landscape 
experience and interwoven into the site‘s recreation program.  
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Figure 34. This collection of images shows the site features offered near the Rivers Project Office building 
in Ellis Bay Access Area.   
 Site use is infrequent in the remaining portion of the Ellis Bay Access Area. 
Within this space the two ancillary parking areas and the water‘s edge receive the most 
use, although limited. The parking area closest to the Rivers Project Office building 
functions as the location of the trailhead for Two Pecan Trail, while the other parking 
area is equipped with a bathroom. This separation of uses is unnecessary and adds to 
visitor confusion, as the site has a large parking area near the Rivers Project Office 
building. The proposal recommends the removal of the secondary parking areas and the 
relocation of the other functions to the area surrounding the building. This concentration 
of uses simplifies the area, creating a central space that can function as an outdoor 
information or visitor center.  
 The Ellis Bay Access Area is an optimal location for recreational development, 
given its high elevation and central location, as well as its adjacency to the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, Ellis Bay, and the Rivers Project Office building. 
The area also receives frequent use by non-programmed visitors, many in search of a 
visitor center. Regrettably, under the current site conditions, most visitors travel blindly 
through the site, unaware of its features and its significance. The proposed visitor center 
will offer purpose and understanding to these non-programmed visitors. Moreover, Ellis 
Bay Access Area lacks a habitat management function, which is uncharacteristic of the 
site, but beneficial for recreational development (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 
2004). The proposal sets out to develop this area into an outdoor visitor center that 
provides orientation, interpretative information, and strengthens river site connections. 
These changes are critical to improving the Ellis Bay Access Area‘s function and use.  
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Ellis Bay     
Although it covers a considerable portion of the site, Ellis Bay is not included in the site 
analysis or the proposal. River management is beyond the scope of this project. That 
being said, this area is not avoided entirely. Its visual and physical accessibility from the 
adjacent land areas are major considerations in the site proposal. Specific areas of interest 
include highlighting and framing panoramic views of the Ellis Bay, identifying and 
developing improved opportunities for bird viewing, and maintaining bank access for 
fishing in select areas.  
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area  
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area was once the access area for the original Lock and Dam 
26 and past site use is still apparent today. Some elements that remain are beneficial, such 
as a levee with piers 35 and 36 from the old Lock and Dam. Other elements, such as the 
original parking lot, detract from the space (P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 
2004). Previous site uses have been mixed with new site developments. The site‘s current 
function and use are reviewed below. 
 Most site amenities are clustered near the original lock and dam piers. This 
arrangement detracts from the overall impact and effectiveness of the site experience. 
The preserved gates provide an intriguing visual clue into the site‘s past history and stairs 
make this element accessible, as seen in Figure 35. They make the space interactive and 
also offer a unique elevated panorama of the river. The bathroom structure was 
inopportunely sited. It obstructs the view of the piers weakening the impact of the site‘s 
main historical element as documented in Figure 36. So, although it was situated on the 
levee for flood protection, the structure should be relocated further inland to open the 
view to the lock and dam piers (P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 2004). Another 
site feature, a granite obelisk monument bounded by four seating areas, is sited at the foot 
of the lock and dam. While it serves as a memorial for the site‘s use as a burial space and 
for the Lincoln Shields Duel, its placement is questionable because it conflicts with the 
historic lock and dam piers. It does not have a strong presence, as it blends into the base 
of the levee, shown in Figure 37.   However, it is significant in that it provides a historical 
reminder of the burial site and the deplorable conditions of the era, revealing names and 
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information about the soldiers and the small pox outbreak (USACE, 2001). Yet, for the 
purpose of this project a more fitting tribute is proposed as a separate memorial space.  
 
Figure 35. The image shows the accessibility of the historic Lock and Dam 26 piers.   
 
 
Figure 36. The image reveals the inopportune location of the bathroom in obstructing the view to the 
historic Lock and Dam piers and the panoramic upstream view.  
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Figure 37. The image illustrates the placement of the historical monument in relation to the Lock and Dam 
piers.  
 Unlike other site amenities within the Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, the boat 
ramps and the West Alton Bike Trail are tucked into the opposite corner of the site, the 
west side. The boat ramps are adjacent to one another; they provide access to Alton Lake, 
a popular hunting and fishing spot managed by the MDC (USACE, 2001). The two boat 
ramps support a specific function and therefore should remain intact. Changes are 
proposed for the West Alton Trail, a two-mile linear trail that follows the old railroad 
corridor. Trail net, a nonprofit organization, has a partnership with the Corps to manage 
this trail (P. McGinnis, personal interview, June 9, 2004). While the conversion into a 
bike trail marks a positive site improvement, it unfortunately remains an untapped 
resource because it is largely unknown and is also isolated in its function. On paper it is 
connected to the 30-mile Vadalabene Bike Trail in Illinois along the Clark Bridge 
(USACE, 2001). Yet the narrow, unprotected shoulder of this highway, its lack of 
demarcation, and the steeply sloped ramps from the site to the highway make use of this 
connection highly unlikely (P. McGinnis, personal interview, June 9, 2004).   
 For these reasons, this short trail should be extended first to connect with Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area as a loop trail and then to connect with other areas on site via the 
wide shoulder of the main road. In addition to the proposed on-site extension of the bike 
path, the Corps should also consider an extension of the trail with other interesting sites 
in Missouri via the neighboring county roads. One viable option is with Confluence Point 
State Park, located just four and a half miles down the road (P. McGinnis, personal 
communication, July 14, 2004). Another potential regional linkage is with Missouri‘s 225 
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mile Katy Trail (USACE, 2001). Extending and enhancing the West Alton Bike Trail is 
necessary in order to increase usability since the region already offers numerous and 
often lengthy biking opportunities. 
 Of nearly all the site issues, the parking lot is Lincoln Shields Recreation Area‘s 
most unfitting site component. While appropriate for the site‘s past function, its presence 
is no longer necessary. Covering approximately three acres (Harmon, 2000), the majority 
of the site‘s flat land area, it dominates the view and leaves the site exposed, see Figure 
38. Fortunately, the tall stand of Cottonwood trees on the interior side of the parking lot 
provide a wonderful shady spot under which there are currently a few picnic tables and 
grill pits, a condition not found elsewhere on site. The proposal recommends that the 
parking lot be downsized and redesigned to increase site opportunities and improve 
aesthetics. In other words, the existing sea of asphalt must be scaled back to allow the 
area to become a park like setting in which the Corps can fulfill their recreational and 
educational objectives.  
 
Figure 38. View of Lincoln Shields Recreation Area demonstrating the parking lot‘s excessive size, while 
also showing the picnic areas beneficial large shade trees.  
 As stated, the overall site experience at Lincoln Shields Recreation Area leaves 
much to be desired. Fortunately, the site possesses several interesting elements and 
histories. The features listed below represent some of the site‘s untapped potential. Aside 
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from the previously mentioned lock and dam gates, other valuable site features include: 
the railway levees and the site‘s proximity, low elevation, and views of the river channel. 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area is regarded as having the site‘s best river views (P. 
McGinnis, interview, June 9, 2004). Other important attributes are historical in nature. 
Noteworthy site histories include its use as a burial site, as a point for several 
transportation advancements, and as the location of the Lincoln Shields Duel. There is 
potential in the site. The proposal for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area redesigns the site 
to reflect the above-mentioned attributes. 
 Lincoln Shields Recreation Area currently supports usage by bank and boat 
fisherman, general recreation users, sightseers, history seekers, picnickers, and birders 
(Harmon, 2000). Bank fishing appears to be the most dominant activity on site, while site 
use by other groups is minimal. Figure 39 outlines the existing use areas and reveals how 
the central portion of the site, the parking lot, and the levees are not adequately utilized. 
These areas should be redesigned to promote increased site use. Currently, the most 
heavily used portions of the site include the area surrounding the old lock and dam gates, 
the grassed water edge in front of the parking area, and the shaded picnic area. Site use is 
permitted at night which has resulted in vandalism issues, specifically within the area 
surrounding the lock and dam structure, in the form of graffiti and broken glass (J. Faust, 
personal interview, June 15, 2004).  
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Figure 39. Map denoting the existing use areas within Lincoln Shields Recreation Area. 
 Considerable changes must be made in order to allow Lincoln Shields Recreation 
Area to function effectively as a center for recreation. The distance from the site‘s habitat 
restoration land and its management classification as a recreational space will allow the 
site to support a large number of users. Moreover, unlike much of the site, it does not 
have to balance restoration and visitor needs. On the other hand, Lincoln Shields 
Recreation Area‘s distance from the rest of the site and its visual separation by the Route 
67 corridor will pose a functional site challenge in strengthening area connections. The 
design proposes development of recreational and educational opportunities within 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area that emphasize the river-land connection, a common site 
theme. Here the educational focus will center on the cultural significance of the river‘s 
floodplain, by utilizing noteworthy regional and site specific histories.  
Ellis Island     
The name Ellis Island denotes the location of a historic island, but it is actually a land 
area that is connected to the mainland. The majority of Ellis Island is not accessible by 
vehicle. Pedestrian access is permitted from its parking area just off the main access road. 
Vehicular access was previously permitted prior to the closure of the site‘s boat launch 
and beach area as a result of vandalism. Ellis Island‘s initial function was purely 
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recreational. Its current function has shifted to a habitat area (P. McGinnis, personal 
interview, June 9, 2004). However, only a few areas, the three interior ponds and the 
adjacent Least Tern Island, are actively managed habitats. The rest of the site has been 
left to natural succession from its use as a dredge disposal site during the Lock and Dam 
26 replacement project (J. Cannon, personal interview, July 20, 2004). Currently the site 
receives limited recreational use. Bank fisherman, birders, and educational groups use the 
dike on the perimeter of the site for access, as there are no marked trails. Two observation 
blinds, sited at the downstream end of the site, are used for bird viewing (J. Faust, 
personal interview, June 15, 2004).  
 Ellis Island currently lacks an overall plan. Its current condition fails to attract 
many visitors or to reveal its unique features. The existing use areas are outlined in 
Figure 40, illustrating how most of the site is not utilized. A program is needed to balance 
site functions, to utilize the site‘s proximity to and views of the river, and to reveal the 
genius locus. Previous site issues should not deter the re-establishment of its recreation 
function. Ellis Island affords a unique opportunity where visitors can experience the 
Mississippi River channel at an adjacent and low elevation. Not to mention, the area 
provides noteworthy views of the town of Alton, the Clark Bridge, and the Lock and 
Dam. These views and the proximity to the river should be used to establish and 
strengthen visitor connections with the site and with the larger resource, the Mississippi 
River.  
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Figure 40. Map illustrating the existing pattern of use on Ellis Island. 
 The analysis reveals that the site scale, specifically the length from the parking 
area to its terminus, requires development of a roadway and an associated path system. 
An increase in vehicular access will increase the potential for site use within Ellis Island. 
To ensure a significant portion of the site remains as habitat, pedestrian use will be 
limited to select areas. Site use restrictions will be necessary given the numerous bird 
species that currently utilize the site and the adjacent Least Tern Island for feeding, 
resting, and nesting purposes (P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 2004). One such 
bird, the Piping Plover, an endangered species, has been known to nest on site (C. Ryan, 
personal interview, July 20, 2004). 
Maple Island Access Area    
The Maple Island Access Area is one of the most heavily used locations on site. 
Functioning primarily as an off-shore fishing area, it is the most popular fishing location, 
see Figure 41 (J. Faust, personal interview, June 9, 2004). Its secondary function is as a 
vehicular turnaround and parking area. Currently, it is one of the main stopping points on 
the site. For many its use is purely functional as the terminus of the access road. Others 
are drawn to the site because of it‘s adjacency with the lock and dam. Site activities other 
than bank and boat fishing include lock and dam observation, bird viewing (especially in 
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the winter), and passive recreational use. One example of its passive recreational use is 
by elderly or disabled people who enjoy the site‘s accessibility, low elevation, and close 
proximity to the bank of the Mississippi River and Lock and Dam 26 (P. McGinnis, 
personal communication, July 21, 2004). Unlike other areas on site, it is a social space 
with frequent and repeat visitors. On any given day, the air can be filled with 
conversation and music.  
 
 
Figure 41. These images document Maple Island Access Areas popularity with fishermen.  
 The area‘s heavy use from both planned and unplanned users and its close 
proximity to Lock and Dam 26 and the river justify the need for improvements. Site 
observations reveal that most visitors to Maple Island Access Area use the area near the 
guardrail and the river, as outlined in Figure 42. Despite its popularity, amenities are 
limited mainly because of the site‘s high and frequent potential for flooding (C. Deutsch, 
personal interview, July 20, 2004). The analysis revealed two main concerns. First, the 
area offers no seating options for its many users. Second, it lacks educational content and 
provides the visitor with no information. The name of the lock and dam structure is not 
even featured. Fortunately, minimal changes can be made to overcome these concerns by 
adding infrastructure that is flood tolerant or removable during high flood stages.  
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Figure 42. This image shows the frequently used portion of Maple Island Access Area, during open-river 
conditions, where the guardrail separates the site from the Mississippi River.  
Maple Island 
Maple Island represents a collection of islands located at the downstream edge of the 
study site. This part of the site is accessible only by boat during most of the year. During 
low river conditions, the first island can be accessed by foot from the adjacent Maple 
Island Access Area (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 2004). With no existing 
infrastructure in place and its function being a habitat preserve, for feasibility reasons and 
for the purpose of this project, this area will not be included in site development 
considerations. This decision was made despite the Corps‘ interest in developing 
opportunities within Maple Island, specifically by making the island accessible with a 
bridge (C. Deutsch, personal interview, July 20, 2004).  
 The proposal leaves the area as is; instead choosing to focus development 
considerations within the site‘s other use areas. The author feels it is important to 
improve the function and use of the central portion of the site. These areas, unlike Maple 
Island, are either already visually or physically accessible. Often minimal efforts can 
increase accessibility and use. The vast acreage and existing functional challenges in 
these areas support the decision to leave Maple Island undeveloped at this time. 
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Furthermore, there is no need to provide access to another area on site before making 
improvements to areas with existing accessibility.   
Mapping / Rating 
The analysis phase of the project also involved a rating process. These ratings covered 
several categories including area use by existing user groups and areas with potential for 
recreational and educational development. This was completed for the site‘s main user 
groups: bird watchers, bank fishermen, and educational groups. Site use by birders was 
ranked into three use categories: the top three or most used, the next three or moderately 
used, and the last three or least used, see Figure 43. In Figure 44 bank fishing was ranked 
into two categories, the top three sites and the next three sites. Existing educational use 
areas were identified in Figure 45. The educational use potential of each area was also 
ranked from highest to lowest, as shown in Figure 46. The rating process also included a 
ranking of the recreational development potential of each area from highest to lowest, 
shown in Figure 47.  
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Bird watching sites 
Top 3 Next 3 Last 3 
Heron Pond (EDA)     Ellis Island viewing blinds Lincoln Shields Recreation Area 
Ellis Bay Maple Island Access Area Dragonfly Marsh 
Pintail Pond / Two Pecan Trail 
(EDA) 
Teal Pond Ellis Bay Access Area 
Figure 43. The map and associated table rank birders existing site use areas based on frequency of use.
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Bank fishing sites 
Top 3 Other 
Maple Island Access Area Teal Pond 
Ellis Bay (from the access road) Ellis Bay (from Ellis Island) 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area Ellis Island interior ponds / 
Ellis Lake 
 
Figure 44. The map and associated table rank bank fisherman‘s existing site use based on frequency of use. 
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Figure 45. The map identifies areas on site that currently offer educational opportunities as well as areas 
that are currently used by educational groups.  
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Sites with educational potential 
Ranking  ( listed from highest to lowest) 
1 Ellis Bay Access Area 
2 Lincoln Shields Recreation Area 
3 Environmental Demonstration Area 
4 Maple Island Access Area 
5 Ellis Island 
6 Teal Pond  
7 Maple Island 
 
Figure 46. The map and associated table identify areas on site with potential for educational development 
and rank them from highest to lowest.  
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Areas possessing recreation potential 
Ranking  ( listed from highest to lowest) 
1 Lincoln Shields Recreation Area  
2 Ellis Bay Access Area 
3 Ellis Island  
4 Environmental Demonstration Area  
5 Maple Island Access Area 
6 Teal Pond  
7 Maple Island 
 
Figure 47. The map and associated table identify areas on site with potential for recreational development 
and rank them from highest to lowest.  
This concludes the area specific analysis section. 
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CHAPTER 7: SITE PROPOSAL 
Overview 
This proposal seeks to expand the site‘s overall function and use, broadening its current 
view as a birding and fishing site with the design of a natural- and cultural-heritage based 
destination center. I will suggest several methods to reveal the sites true potential while 
also supporting the Corps recreation, education, and restoration objectives. All site 
modifications support three primary design objectives: to modify the site experience in 
order to achieve fulfillment of the Corps‘ mission statement; to strengthen area 
connections within the site and with the Mississippi River; and to bring added meaning 
and interest to the site experience. The following pages will develop a program that is 
sufficient for the site‘s scale, purpose, and function. It will shift the function from a 
restoration-based management program to a program with equally significant recreation 
and education functions.  
 The project establishes recreation, education, and restoration programs that are 
comprehensive, site-, and regionally specific. Although increased site use is largely 
dependent upon the development of the site‘s recreational content, the educational 
content is also given equal consideration. Experiences are designed to be distinct, 
engaging, and appealing to a diverse group, providing opportunities for various levels of 
site involvement, for both programmed and non-programmed visitors, and for active and 
passive site users.  
 To improve site use, the design proposal also expands the visual interest of this 
non-descript open space landscape. The design highlights the contrast between the 
simple, concrete-dominant form of the neighboring Lock and Dam 26 and the soft-
textured windblown grasses and shrubs in the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s 
prairie marsh habitat. Proposed site elements such as viewing towers, blinds, and decks 
are designed to reflect the Lock and Dam, thereby strengthening its visual connection to 
the site and creating visual interest by interrupting the site‘s soft, natural aesthetic. The 
design also lessens the visual impact of detractive elements such as the adjacent gas 
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station and the storage use facility with screening techniques such as vegetative plant 
barrier. 
Restoration 
The existing restoration program in the Environmental Demonstration Area is successful 
in its habitat function but is inadequate in terms of educational and recreational 
opportunities. The proposal carefully integrates these absent site functions into this area. 
It also applies this balanced management approach in the establishment of additional 
restoration lands. These changes support the design objectives by enhancing the site‘s 
diversity, educational and recreational potential, and strengthening its regional 
connections. 
Recreation 
This land was originally set aside to provide a publicly accessible recreation area, among 
other things (USACE, 2001). Even though land has been set aside for this purpose, it 
currently functions as a placeholder. The proposal improves the recreation function by 
providing a comprehensive program that realizes the Rivers Project Office‘s recreation 
mission, previously outlined in Chapter 1. The main goal is to make the site appeal to 
several types of site users and to promote repeat site use. The visitor will develop a 
greater awareness and understanding of the Mississippi River and it‘s floodplain through 
employment of this proposal.     
 The proposal creates new recreation spaces and makes improvements to existing 
recreation areas, thereby increasing the range of opportunities for passive and active site 
use. Recreational development will center in two main areas or outdoor visitor centers. 
Area connections will be established with a pedestrian scale trail system. Enhancements 
will improve experiential site qualities of aesthetics, engagement, and interest. They will 
also provide beneficial features such as increased visual and physical access, seating 
opportunities, and shade conditions. The proposed education and recreation functions are 
interrelated and often occur in the same area. 
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Education 
The proposal incorporates educational site opportunities using the process of 
interpretation. It fulfills the Corps‘ education mission of transforming the site into an 
―outdoor classroom‖ (USACE, 2001, sec. 2, p. 15). The education program is not an 
ancillary feature; rather, it is an integral design component. Panels and brochures will 
augment the interpretative elements on site rather than functioning as the sole source of 
information. Interpretative content will provide opportunities for learning at different 
stages and skill developments. It will afford a variety of self-guided experiences and 
support organized activities and programs, as well as unplanned site users (Veverka, 
1994). The education program, much like the recreation program, seeks to increase 
visitor awareness and appreciation of the resource.  
Interpretive Proposal 
As the core of the education program, the interpretive proposal represents a site specific-
solution that consists of an overall theme, goals, objectives, and several sub-themes. Site- 
and regionally specific topics, identified in the previous historical context and the site 
analysis sections, will be interpreted. Site relevancy to the theme has been proven to 
enhance the power of the message and the potential for understanding (ESEE, 2004). The 
story of the floodplain landscape will be interpreted, making the unseen visible by turning 
significant site and regional histories into a readable landscape experience. 
 ‗Containing Ground‘, the proposed project title, is designed to reflect the site‘s 
main interpretive theme of the natural and cultural significance of the Mississippi River 
and its floodplain. One goal is for the visitor to feel a connection with the Mississippi 
River. Another goal is for the visitor to come away with a general understanding of the 
importance of the Mississippi River System, specifically its floodplain. An additional 
goal is for the visitor to develop an awareness of the connection between river and land. 
The main interpretive objective is to increase public awareness and to establish and 
improve visitor associations with the Mississippi River system. A secondary objective is 
to develop an education program that is not merely informational, but that is equally 
engaging and interesting. As Tilden, the father of interpretation states, ―Information is not 
interpretation‖ (as cited in Veverka, 1994, p.20). 
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 While the site‘s overall message establishes the Mississippi River‘s significance 
and identifies the river site connection, the site‘s interpretive sub-themes will provide 
greater regional and site specific details about this connection. The proposal establishes a 
broad understanding of the Mississippi River corridor, and reinforces this with site scale 
details. The site‘s two sub-themes will be conveyed in greater detail in select site areas. 
Visitors will be introduced to the first sub-theme, the natural significance of the 
surrounding Mississippi River floodplain region, at the Ellis Bay Access Area visitor 
center. At the Lincoln Shields Recreation Area visitor center, the second sub-theme of the 
cultural significance of the neighboring Mississippi River floodplain region will be 
revealed.  
 The natural significance of the middle Mississippi River floodplain is conveyed to 
the visitor by interpreting the following topics. Large-scale topics are tied into the site 
scale experience by revealing the site‘s function within the watershed and the flyway. 
Historic river floodplain functions are presented and compared to present day functions. 
The site is used as an example to convey the need for habitat protection and restoration. 
The significance of historic floodplain habitats is also revealed. At the site scale, the 
function and management of both the existing and proposed restoration areas are revealed 
through the design of demonstration gardens and interpretive walks.  
 The main goal and objectives in interpreting the natural significance of the 
Mississippi River and its floodplain are listed below. The primary goal is that the visitor 
will appreciate the diversity found within the Mississippi River floodplain landscape. 
Specific focus is placed on the Mississippi River Flyway.   The main objectives for the 
nature based sub-theme are as follows: 
· All visitors will be able to state several ways floodplain land is connected 
to the river.  
· The majority of visitors will be able to discuss the concept of a flyway.  
· All visitors will be able to state one type of habitat restoration that was 
completed at the site.  
· The majority of visitors will be able to discuss how or why the prairie 
marsh restoration area is currently managed, and to mention one way 
water control structures are used. 
· Most visitors will be able to affirm one or two reasons why floodplain 
forest habitat is important.   
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· Visitors will also be able to mention what efforts the Corps has undertaken 
to restore floodplain forests or one reason for the loss of this habitat type.    
 At Lincoln Shields Recreation Area the second sub-theme, the cultural 
significance of the middle Mississippi River floodplain is explored first by interpreting 
regional concepts and then by relating them to site-specific histories. Regional floodplain 
land use patterns and practices from pre-settlement times to present day are disclosed to 
the visitor through the use of a representational timeline. This pedestrian-oriented 
experience illustrates specific shifts in land use, noteworthy events, and key site-specific 
histories. The goal of the timeline is to illustrate how man‘s association with the river has 
changed over time and how these changes have shaped the use and view of the 
floodplain. Select histories, such as the site‘s navigational history, will be shown in 
greater detail in adjacent interpretive demonstration gardens.  
 The interpretation of the cultural significance of the Mississippi River and its 
floodplain is guided by the following goals and objectives. The primary goal is that the 
visitor will appreciate the strong connections and ever-changing relationship that man has 
had with the river and its associated land. Another goal is for the visitor to establish a 
strong association with a past or present day use of the river and its floodplain. The key 
objectives for the culture based sub-theme are listed here:  
· All visitors will be able to state two historical uses and two present day 
uses of the floodplain.  
· The majority of visitors will be able to discuss how and why the 
floodplain became separated from the river and what efforts have been 
taken to reconnect this land area back to the river.  
· All visitors will be able to state two techniques the Corp‘s Rivers Project 
Office employ in managing its lands and waterways.  
· After visiting Lincoln Shields Recreation Area the visitor will be able to 
discuss in detail one historic event that took place at this site.  
· After visiting Maple Island Access Area the visitor will be able to discuss 
the significance of Lock and Dam 26.   
Master Plan Objectives 
The restoration, recreation, and education programs were developed in conjunction with 
one another as components of the site‘s overall master plan. Master plan objectives are 
broad reaching and include realizing the site‘s potential, revealing its genius locus, and 
responding to the Corps‘ mission and management goals. Additionally, the master plan 
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objectives also balance functional site issues such as pedestrian use with vehicular use, 
habitat protection with increased accessibility, and flooding potential with increased 
development. Suggestions are based on an intricate understanding of the site and the 
region. The proposed master plan offers the Corps an example of how an engaging, albeit 
educational recreation experience can be integrated within a patchwork of restored 
habitat areas.    
Planning Considerations 
The master plan for this multiuse site encompassed large and small scale land planning 
issues. Large scale planning issues addressed the overall function and appearance, the 
existing and potential visitor use patterns, the habitat protection considerations as a result 
of increased development, the flooding potential, as well as the examination of existing 
features and development potential. In key areas, such as the two outdoor visitor centers, 
small scale planning considerations included orientation techniques, highlighted views, 
interpretative content, gathering areas, and demonstration gardens.  
 Detailed design solutions are proposed for the site‘s principal recreation centers in 
Ellis Bay Access Area and Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, as shown in Figure 48. Both 
areas will offer typical visitor center functions within a landscape setting, revealing the 
site‘s features and opportunities and providing interpretative content and orientation. As 
mentioned earlier, the overall interpretive objective is to establish a land river connection 
and to reveal the significance of the site and the larger resource, the Mississippi River. To 
enhance these objectives, each visitor center will offer orientation to the site, the region, 
and Mississippi River Corridor. At Ellis Bay Access Area interpretation will focus on the 
natural significance of the site and the Mississippi River floodplain landscape; whereas, 
at Lincoln Shields Recreation Area the cultural significance will be interpreted. The 
broad reach of this interpretive program ensures the successful development of the Corp‘s 
educational program at this diverse, vast site.    
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Figure 48. Site map identifying the locations of the two proposed outdoor visitor centers.  
 The proposed recreation areas were chosen for their potential to provide a high-
quality visitor experience through a careful site selection process. Information for this 
process was supplied by the site analysis. Selection criteria involved several variables 
including historic significance and elements, habitat significance, scenic quality, 
panoramic views, birding opportunities, management classification, visitor interest, and 
Corps site objectives. This criterion coupled with the current site use functions were used 
to conduct a ranking of site development potential.  
 In addition to the proposed recreation centers, three other areas were selected as 
having significant potential for recreational development. The areas consist of the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, Ellis Island, and Maple Island Access Area as 
indicated in Figure 49. While these areas will provide recreational opportunities, the role 
will be minor when compared to the function of Ellis Bay Access Area and Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area. These secondary recreational use areas have development 
limitations. Major factors include habitat management considerations and the high 
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potential and frequency for flooding. As a result the introduction of recreational content 
will require careful, site-specific solutions. 
 
Figure 49. Site map highlighting the proposed secondary recreation areas and their relationship to the 
principal recreation centers.  
 The proposal emphasizes the pedestrian site experience, but the vehicular site 
experience is also considered. It maintains the existing roadway infrastructure and where 
applicable, extends its function. Although the design underscores the importance of 
enticing people to leave their vehicle and go into the landscape, the road will continue to 
be the movement corridor from which all visitors initially view the site. Consideration 
was given to the fact that not all visitors will want or be able to exit their vehicle and 
some that do may not venture far beyond the road. For this reason, a vehicular 
interpretive program will be established to enhance the site experience from the road. The 
central element of this program is to establish wayside interpretive stops with secondary 
features including highlighting view sheds and planting native forbs. These wayside 
interpretive stops will be established at key points along the roadway. In these locations 
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interpretive panels will introduce visitors to the site‘s overall interpretive message and to 
site themes relevant to each view shed.   
 The proposal extends beyond the roadway, establishing a trail network as a 
secondary movement corridor. This corridor will appreciably increase the site‘s 
pedestrian use opportunities. Trails extend use options beyond the proposed visitor 
centers into the site, allowing areas that were once separate to function collectively. The 
layout is also arranged to strengthen the site‘s connection with the Mississippi River. 
Orientation and educational information will be integrated into the trail network to 
enhance visitor understanding of the site and the river. Select areas in the network will be 
bike-accessible as well. A site map will be posted both on site and in brochures and will 
outline the key features within the outdoor visitor centers and the trail network.    
Programmatic Objectives 
The proposed program and master plan objectives are:  
· to expand public understanding and use of the site from it‘s current view 
as a birding and fishing site into it‘s true potential as a natural and cultural 
heritage-based tourism center;  
· to introduce recreational and educational content in a manner that does not 
compromise the site‘s habitat management function;  
· to use educational and recreational content to better reveal the site‘s 
restoration function;  
· to enhance connectivity within the site, with the river, and with the region 
by providing appropriate information and accessibility.  
· to establish a trail network as the site‘s main use corridor;  
· to orient the visitor to the site, the river, and the region; 
· to take measures to facilitate the site becomes a realization of the Corps 
restoration, recreation, and education missions; 
· to make site improvements that create a meaningful, engaging, and unique 
site experience;  
· to develop a recreation program that attracts a wide range of user groups 
and that significantly increases site use; 
· to use the education program to interpret the natural and cultural 
significance of the Mississippi River System, specifically the floodplain 
region surrounding the project site;  
· to use the existing restoration function as a tool to educate the visitor 
about three points;  
· to emphasize the connection between river and site;  
· to showcase the Corps commitment to environmental management;  
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· to realize the significance of the site‘s role within the Mississippi River 
Flyway; and 
· to provide the Corps Rivers Project Office with a realistic master plan and 
program that reveals the true potential of the site. That could be applied as 
a revenue generating source for phased development through cost share 
partnerships.  
Area-Specific Site Proposal 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area 
Overview 
The proposal seeks to transform Lincoln Shields Recreation Area from a relatively 
unused part of the site into a destination area with outdoor visitor center functions. 
Substantial changes are suggested to allow the area to function as one of the site‘s main 
visitor use areas. As the only area on site without a habitat management conflict, the 
recreation and education programs are designed to support heavy site use.  
 The space will be turned from an expansive parking area into a grassed park 
setting that connects the center of the site with its historic levees and that highlights its 
expansive upstream panoramic views, see Figure 50. The design proposal responds to the 
site‘s low elevation and close proximity to the main river channel by concentrating site 
development near the landward side of the site and around the elevated levees. The 
changes proposed within low elevation areas will be flood tolerant.  
 The initial orientation area at the outdoor visitor center will be sited adjacent to 
the proposed parking area near the entry to the site. An interpretive trail system will lead 
visitors to a raised visitor center area on top of the levee. The existing bathroom structure 
will be relocated to this center in order to concentrate site uses and open the view to the 
historic Lock and Dam piers. The trail will run upstream along the levee and then loop 
around along the edge of the site connecting back at the visitor center‘s lower level. This 
main loop trail draws attention to the connection between river and land by featuring 
regional and site histories in an interpretive timeline path section and in a series of garden 
rooms, as seen in Figure 51. The main trail functions as part of the proposed multi-use 
corridor, providing pedestrian and bike use opportunities to parts of Lincoln Shields 
Recreation Area that were once isolated and devoid of use. This trail network will 
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provide access to the river‘s edge and traverse through the center of the site and over the 
existing dikes. Through this design, a range of site experiences from spectacular river 
views, to historic landforms, to didactic opportunities will be available.  
 The region and the site are rich with cultural history. The educational theme at 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area interprets the cultural significance of the Mississippi 
River and its floodplain. The evolution of man‘s relationship with the Mississippi River 
floodplain landscape is interpreted in an experiential timeline by revealing the major 
changes, from pre-settlement time to present day, that have affected it‘s shape, function, 
and perception. The garden rooms will function as an extension of the timeline allowing 
key topics and histories to be revealed in greater detail, while also offering more intimate 
site experiences. The proposal features five rooms shown in Figure 52: the Lock and 
Dam 26 garden, the memorial garden, the viewing garden, the prairie and agriculture 
garden, and the resting garden. The proposed timeline and garden rooms are illustrated in 
greater detail in the following paragraphs.  
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Figure 50. Schematic drawing of changes proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.
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Figure 51. Relationship diagram highlighting the use areas proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.  
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Figure 52. Diagram identifying the main garden rooms proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.  
The Interpretive Timeline 
One segment of the main trail loop is outfitted with a timeline, where site and regional 
cultural histories are interpreted as the visitor walks from pre-settlement time to the 
present day. Dates will be imprinted in the ground plane and the corresponding path 
sections will be used to describe each time period or specific event. This didactic 
experience reveals man‘s changing relationship with the floodplain and the resulting 
impacts and shifts to its function and vegetation patterns. Remnant earth forms and 
historical fragments will be used as interpretive clues. Regional historical topics include: 
floodplain settlement patterns, land use patterns, transportation advancements, and 
military history.  Site-specific topics include the site‘s transportation history, specifically 
its navigation and railway use, as well as it‘s military history, and it‘s use as a civil war 
hospital and as a burial site. The design idea originated from a word comparison of the 
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floodplain‘s historic and present day function. The historic floodplain generated words 
such as renewal, open, and connect while the description of the present day floodplain 
produced divergent words such as contain, enclose, and control.   
Concepts for interpretive signage 
Theme: Cultural Significance of the Mississippi River Floodplain 
The interpretive sub-themes within Lincoln Shields Recreation Area correspond with the 
experiential timeline and the garden rooms and they are listed below. Signage will be 
used to strengthen the interpretive experience by conveying more detailed information to 
the visitor.  
Subtheme 1. Historical transportation shifts and their  
relationship with the floodplain. 
Subtheme 2. Orientation to the site‘s location within the  
Mississippi River, including a detailed description of 
the upstream panoramic view. 
Subtheme 3. The history of the original Lock and Dam 26  
including an introduction to the Lock and  
Dam 26 replacement project. 
Subtheme 4. Use as a burial site during the civil war. 
Subtheme 5. Comparisons of the floodplain function of a  
prairie and agriculture. 
Subtheme 6. The history of President Lincoln, beginning  
with his notable site experience. 
 
The Lock and Dam 26 Garden 
A garden is proposed for the area surrounding the remaining piers, 26 and 27, from the 
original Lock and Dam 26. The garden is didactic, revealing general information about 
the navigational history of the Mississippi River and painting a detailed history of the 
original Lock and Dam 26 and it‘s replacement project. The design is visually suggestive, 
reminding the visitor of the portion of the Lock and Dam that no longer stands and of its 
past significance. The garden is comprised of four main elements as seen in Figure 53.  
 The first and second elements are the central components of the garden design. 
The first element provides a visual reminder of the piers that once stretched across the 
Mississippi River by revealing the footprint where the adjacent pier once stretched with a 
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four-foot-high concrete footing, so that it may also function as a seat wall. The second 
element replaces the chain link fence separating the levee and the river with an edge that 
calls attention to the old lock and dam. The proposed edge is also made of concrete, the 
building material of the lock and dam, and will feature several viewing holes. These 
openings will direct the visitor‘s view across the river toward the city of Alton, Illinois, 
marking the place where Lock and Dam 26 once stood. To strengthen this historical 
reminder the wall will be affixed with interpretive panels detailing the regional and site 
specific historical context which is supported by images of the river prior, during, and 
after the lock and dam construction as well as images of the city of Alton‘s historic 
waterfront.  
 As the gardens third design element, interpretive signage will be used to enhance 
the existing piers. Panels will be affixed at ground level, detailing the history and 
significance of the original Lock and Dam 26 and establishing connections to the new 
Lock and Dam 26 located several miles downstream. Other panels will enhance the 
elevated viewing area on the piers by revealing the site context. The first panel will 
feature a drawing of the upstream panoramic view denoting key elements like the 
limestone bluffs, the historic Piasa Bird cliff painting, and the grain silos in Alton, 
Illinois. The second panel will use maps, images, and text to provide greater regional 
context by rendering the site‘s position within the Mississippi River and its distance to St. 
Louis.    
 The fourth element in the design proposal will extend the Lock and Dam garden 
beyond the historic structure and further down the levee to better incorporate the garden 
with the rest of the site and to take advantage of the areas high elevation and subsequent 
decreased flooding frequency. The expanded area will offer places for group gatherings, 
shade conditions, and highlighted river views. Trees will be planted individually and in 
groves. The proposal also creates a space that can be used as an outdoor classroom. This 
function is also proposed in other areas on the site.   
119 
 
 
Figure 53. View drawing of the Lock and Dam garden proposal.  
The Memorial Garden 
To better recognize the site‘s function as a mass grave, the memorial garden proposal 
removes the site‘s commemorative obelisk and replaces it with an experiential garden. 
The design intention is to establish strong visitor associations with the burial site and the 
lives lost by evoking emotion. Interpretative opportunities within the memorial garden 
extend beyond commemoration to include the history of small pox, the role memorials 
play in the act of remembrance, and the interrelatedness of the river and floodplain land.    
 The memorial garden pays tribute to the site‘s location as a mass grave for victims 
of small pox during revolutionary war times. The existence of the graves was learned 
during the construction of the original Lock and Dam 26. The following eyewitness 
account of this discovery was the initial inspiration for the memorial garden. It paints a 
bleak yet somewhat beautiful picture of the process of death and regeneration. As the 
reporter accounted, ―Two half skulls lay on the surface, more were entangled in the roots 
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of the Maple Tree. As he dug into the bank he exposed more and more bones‖ (as cited in 
Harmon, 2000, p. 30).  
 The garden concept is to reveal the number of burials by making the unseen 
become visible. ―Hundreds died. The dead were buried side-by-side in trenches dug on 
the island‖ (Bradbury, 1997, para. 12).  This mass burial site is symbolically represented 
by raising the earth in a series of long rectangular forms. The rectangular shape is drawn 
from the proportions of a standard wooden casket, to represent a single person. The forms 
are placed side to side, to reflect each individual as well as the mass of people lost, as 
shown in Figure 54. Although the exact burial site and the number of burials are 
unknown, the approximate number is believed to be around four hundred people (Cox, 
1988).  
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Figure 54. Concept sketch of the memorial garden proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.  
 The garden‘s placement and design also highlight the impermanence of nature 
and emphasize the connection between river and land. The exact location of the burial 
site is unknown because it was situated on an island in the Mississippi River floodplain. 
Floodplain islands continually change as they undergo periodic flooding and reshaping 
from natural river forces and man-made impacts. The garden will be sited on the low 
floodplain extending from the land into the river. The main design element, the 
rectangular mound, will be constructed of contrasting materials to signify permanence 
and change and to draw attention to the distinctions between man and nature, see Figure 
55. The mounds will be constructed three ways: concrete mound construction, grassed 
soil built construction, and soil – rock-filled gabion cage construction. Several gabion 
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cage constructed mounds will extend into the river undergoing the process of natural 
succession to eventually support the growth of native plant species. These transitional 
mounds will show change in relation to the static state of the concrete mounds.   
Figure 55. Diagram illustrating the materials chosen for mound construction in the 
memorial garden and also revealing their significance.  
The Viewing Garden 
The viewing garden concept creates a resting area that is large enough to accommodate 
small groups and affords breathtaking views, most notably landscape panoramas. This 
garden will also feature shade areas, an uncommon condition in this relatively open site. 
Information relevant to the view shed will be integrated into the site with interpretive 
panels, see concept illustration in Figure 56. The garden concept will be scaled down and 
repeated in select areas throughout the site. It will also be modified and applied to 
wildlife viewing areas.  
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Figure 56. Concept sketch of the viewing garden proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.  
The Prairie-Agriculture Garden  
The prairie-agriculture garden seeks to present the basic evolution of the floodplain 
landscape to the visitor by abstracting the large compositional landscape shifts that have 
occurred within the surrounding Mississippi River Valley floodplain region. Prairie was 
once the dominant floodplain landscape type, but its presence is now limited because 
grass lands were less complicated to develop than forested areas. As a result much of this 
land type was developed or converted to agricultural production. While traditional mono-
crop agricultural conversion made the land profitable, it also decreased the diversity and 
function of the floodplain (USACE, 2001). Today amidst the Mississippi River 
floodplain‘s developed land exists a patchwork protected or restored habitat. The study 
site, specifically the Environmental Demonstration Area, is one example where prairie 
marsh habitat has been restored.  
 The prairie-agriculture garden concept designs a walking experience that moves 
visitors through dissimilar garden segments, each demonstrating a specific shift in the 
landscape matrix, see Figure 57. The garden foundation consists of alternating bands of 
prairie grass and concrete, a juxtaposition of the diverse native habitat with a concrete 
representation of homogeneous mono-crop agriculture and built structures. Prairie grass 
stands remind visitors of the once prominent historic landscape type and further 
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strengthen the connection with site‘s habitat restoration area, the Environmental 
Demonstration Area. The concrete bands are marked with impressions. One imprint 
represents agriculture development and is made from corn and soybean plants. The other 
impression signifies agricultural and structural development by imprinting a pattern of 
abstract overlapped blocks, see Figure 58. The garden‘s concrete sections reach various 
elevations ranging from four foot high rectangular seat walls to seven-foot-high 
rectangular forms arranged in rows. These rows are similar to a crop style planting and 
evoke the uniformity of agricultural development.  
 
Figure 57. Concept sketch of the prairie agriculture garden proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area.  
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Figure 58. Detail sketch of the proposed concrete markings that will be visible from the path in the prairie-
agriculture garden.  
The Resting Garden 
The resting garden concept creates spaces with seating opportunities for individuals or 
small groups. These outdoor rooms are tucked into the landscape and will be designed to 
afford shade, screening, and educational content, see Figure 59. Potential applications of 
the resting garden concept are numerable and will be duplicated in key areas throughout 
the site. The five concepts for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area are listed below. One 
resting garden proposal will plant flood tolerant trees in groves to reflect the time when 
fruit orchards were common within nearby Madison County, IL (Norton, 1912). These 
groves will be planted along the existing historic railway dikes to disrupt the site‘s visual 
openness, interpret this past function, and provide a shady seating area. Another resting 
garden proposal will place a small seating area on the historic railway dike to afford 
interpretive information about the overall history of train transportation including the 
site‘s former role as part of the railway corridor. An additional resting garden will create 
a seating area within an irregular planting of Pawpaw trees, Asimina triloba, 
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reestablishing the presence of this native fruit bearing tree on site and interpreting it‘s 
past use as a source of fruit for people from Alton, IL ( as cited in Cox, 1998). Another 
resting garden, sited within a grove of Willow trees, will reveal the sites use during the 
early 1900s as a source of Willow branches for Alton residents who purchased branches 
for 15 cents to facilitate laundry drying (as cited in Cox, 1998).  
 While the Lincoln Shields duel will be the focus of the fifth resting garden. In this 
outdoor room the 1842 duel that occurred on site between the lawyer Abraham Lincoln 
and the politician James Shields and the events that transpired before and after will be 
revealed. At this time Lincoln frequently wrote anonymous assaults of his challengers, 
such as Shields, in the local paper. When Shields found that Lincoln was the source he 
challenged him to a duel. After the parties rowed across the Mississippi River to the 
island the duel ended as quickly as it began with Shields rescinding for fear of Lincoln‘s 
tall stature (Bradbury, 1997). The significance of this event is not that Lincoln later 
became the eighteenth president of the United States but that it transformed his approach 
to dealing with people (Carnegie, 1981). Lincoln renounced his rudeness and mockery for 
positive reinforcement, frequently quoting, ―Judge not, that ye be not judged‖ (as cited in 
Carnegie, 1981, p. 38). 
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Figure 59. The concept sketch reveals the proposal for the resting garden.  
Ellis Bay Access Area 
Overview 
The Ellis Bay Access Area proposal will strengthen the function of the area and the larger 
site by introducing a second outdoor visitor center. The proposal is similar to the Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area visitor center proposal in that it will afford opportunities for 
recreation and education, but dissimilar in that it will also introduce a restoration 
function. At Ellis Bay Access Area the interpretive program will reveal the natural 
significance of the Mississippi River floodplain. Several reasons make this location 
optimal for development. Most notable is it‘s adjacency to Ellis Bay and to the site‘s 
habitat restoration area. Also, there will be few development conflicts because the area 
does not have a strong program and is not presently a managed habitat area. Moreover, 
visitors are already drawn to this location because of the current infrastructure, the 
River‘s Project Office building and parking area.  
 The outdoor visitor center will be sited in the land area adjacent to the existing 
River‘s Project Office building to utilize the existing parking area and concentrate 
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development around Ellis Bay Access Area‘s highest elevation. The parking lot will 
double in size, accommodating forty vehicles. The existing bathroom will be relocated to 
this area. This concentration of site uses will decrease the level of visitor confusion, 
create a welcoming space, maintain clarity of message, and allow the remaining portion 
of the site to be allocated as an actively managed habitat area, restoring both floodplain 
forest and prairie compositions. This visitor center will function as the site‘s second 
information hub concentrating pedestrian use and providing orientation to the site and to 
the larger Mississippi River system. While the trail head for the proposed trail network 
will establish connections with other areas on site. In the area surrounding the outdoor 
visitor center the designed landscape matrix will consist of a forested terrace 
demonstration area and prairie areas. Figure 60 reveals these proposed changes. The two 
superfluous parking areas will be removed in order to convert additional space into 
habitat restoration land and concentrate visitor site use. The forested terrace area will 
increase site diversity and support the visitor center‘s interpretive function as a clearing 
house for historically representative floodplain habitats. The prairie restoration is 
proposed not only to improve habitat conditions, but also to strengthen the connection 
and soften the roadway boundary between the prairie marsh habitat in the adjacent 
Environmental Demonstration Area.   
Concepts for Interpretive Signage 
Theme: Natural Significance of the Mississippi River Floodplain 
The interpretive sub-themes for Ellis Bay Access Area are designed to enhance visitor 
understanding of the site, the river, and the interconnectedness of these areas. They 
address large scale concepts, such as habitat connectivity within the Mississippi River 
Flyway and site level topics, such as the site‘s proposed designation as a clearing house 
for historically reflective floodplain habitats. Specific emphasis is placed on interpreting 
the proposed adjacent floodplain forest demonstration area and the existing nearby prairie 
marsh habitat area. Interpretive signage will be used in select areas to strengthen the 
designed interpretive experience by enlightening the visitor with more didactic 
opportunities.
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Figure 60. Schematic drawing of the changes proposed for Elis Bay Access Area.
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Subtheme 1. Identify historical floodplain habitat compositions and demonstrate   
the significance of prairie and forest habitat.  
Subtheme 2. Reveal in greater depth the presence, function, and shifts that have  
occurred within floodplain forest communities within the proposed 
forest garden. 
Subtheme 3. Provide orientation to the site and it‘s location within the  
Mississippi River and establish associations with the site‘s habitat 
significance. 
Subtheme 4. Reveal the Corps Rivers Project Office‘s role as examples such as 
the habitat management programs in the Environmental 
Demonstration Area and Least Tern Island. 
 
Trail System 
The trail system creates a pedestrian corridor extending from the outdoor visitor center 
into areas that were previously inaccessible and devoid of interest to areas that now offer 
several opportunities for visitor engagement. Trails accessible from the Ellis Bay Access 
Area visitor center trail head are outlined in Figure 61. Of the twelve trails, four afford 
access to Ellis Bay Access Area. One short loop trail provides access through the 
proposed forested terrace garden. This garden will be explained in greater detail in the 
following paragraph.  
           The main trail follows the length of the Ellis Bay Access Area, loops into the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, and then back to the outdoor visitor center. The trail 
section that traverses through the Environmental Demonstration Area will be described in 
that section of the proposal. As the linear trail moves through Ellis Bay Access Area‘s 
prairie and forest habitat it features short trail extensions that provide elevated viewing 
areas of Ellis Bay. The trails and specifically the overlooks are designed to strengthen the 
visual and physical connection between the landscape and the river. To enhance this 
connection, linear tree groves are planted along the terminus of each trail segment. The 
groves will form a sense of enclosure, emphasize the man-made line of the path, and 
contrast the stark open habitat of the adjacent prairie marsh area. 
Figure 61. Color coded map of the proposed trail system accessible from Elis Bay Access Area visitor center.  
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Forest Demonstration Garden 
The forest demonstration garden proposal gives purpose to the unused land area adjacent 
to the proposed visitor center by restoring floodplain forest terrace communities and 
incorporating several didactic visitor use areas. Terraces are elevated areas that remain 
from historic floodplains they are known as, ―‗high bottoms‘ or ‗second bottoms‘‖ 
(USACE, 2001, sec.4, p. 20). The garden introduces another lowland habitat type, the 
forest, to the site in order to provide a more complete picture of the region‘s historic 
floodplain compositions and increase habitat diversity. While the prairies and marshes 
that cover the site‘s existing restoration land comprised a majority of the regions pre-
settlement habitat conditions, there were also forested areas (Nelson, 1996). The region 
experienced a loss in forest habitat, first with the implementation of the first lock and 
dam projects and then more recently with the Lock and Dam 26 replacement project. This 
latest project raised water levels downstream inundating 500 acres of forest, almost half 
the forest land in the surrounding vicinity (USACE, 2001). These are two of the many 
events that have contributed to a loss of habitat diversity and they further justify the 
proposed forest restoration.  
 Extending from the water‘s edge to the roadway, the garden will feature a 
representational transect of floodplain forest species. The land will be shaped into a series 
of terraces, each level corresponding to a different lowland floodplain habitat, as shown 
in Figure 62. Historic floodplain community compositions were previously outlined in 
the historical context section of Chapter three. The proposal calls for six terraces. The 
first terrace community is an exposed mudflat at the edge of Ellis Bay. The second 
terrace consists of a Willow community, the third transitions into a Cottonwood/Willow 
community, and the fourth represents a Cottonwood/Silver Maple composition. The fifth 
terrace consists of a Silver Maple/Cottonwood/Pin Oak community and the sixth and 
smallest terrace represents a Pin Oak community with certain species reflecting a 
transition into an Oak/ Hickory composition (USACE, 1990).
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Figure 62. Concept sketch of the forested terace garden proposed for Elis Bay Access Area. 
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 Prior to planting, an analysis must be conducted to determine which forest 
communities can occur within the site‘s existing distance to the river channel and 
approximate land elevation. This will be based on species flood tolerance (USACE,  
1990). To reduce cost, the scale of the restoration area will be small because the success 
rate for tree maturation is unknown given the site‘s soil conditions and flooding potential 
(USACE, 1993).  The adjacent levee, which also functions as the access road known as 
Riverland‘s Way, and the existing elevation surrounding the Rivers Project Office 
headquarters will not be disrupted by the establishment of terraces.  
 The visitor is first introduced to the forest demonstration garden at the Ellis Bay 
Access Area visitor center with additional interpretative information provided along the 
proposed trail system. In the visitor center a small demonstration garden will reveal how 
forest community compositions are influenced by shifts in soil moisture and 
accumulation. This garden will also interpret how prolonged flood conditions and 
associated changes in floodplain soils support less diverse forest communities, such as 
willow stands. Another interpretive element will reveal how flood conditions impact 
floodplain soils. This design example exhibits a cross section of soil from the nearby 
Environmental Demonstration Area, making the invisible apparent. The changes in soil 
mark the natural soil horizons and also include evidence from key historic flood periods 
(P. McGinnis, personal interview, July 20, 2004). Interpretive information about the 
terraced floodplain forest is also integrated along the proposed trail system and within a 
few of its shady resting areas. The trail‘s experiential qualities, specifically the sense of 
enclosure created by the tree canopies, contrast the broad expansive views the prairie 
marsh area offers. The trail moves the visitor through the forest stand transecting each 
terrace community. As habitat conditions change, interpretive signage is used to reveal 
why these species compositions shift with increased distance and elevation from the river 
channel, as seen in the illustrated cross section in Figure 63. 
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Figure 63. The cross section view through the terace garden demonstrates how species presence in floodplain forest communities is directly related to the process of soil accumulation and to soil moisture levels. 
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Environmental Demonstration Area 
Overview 
The proposed changes to the site‘s main restoration area, the Environmental 
Demonstration Area, are designed to increase site access and understanding. The central 
design element is a trail network. The proposal embeds the recreation and education 
functions into the trail system to ensure habitat protection and allow restoration to remain 
the primary area function. Moreover, trail use may be restricted during migration periods 
to further protect the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s successful habitat function. 
Trail System 
Trail siting considerations include several factors; some are protective while others are 
experiential. The design seeks to improve visitor site use by creating an interesting and 
engaging experience that features improved views and increased opportunities for 
resource interaction. The layout was arranged to increase visibility of the site‘s 
relationship with the larger floodplain ecosystem and the physical prairie-marsh habitat, 
its function and active habitat management practices, and its use by water birds. When 
possible the trail network will follow the existing system of levees to take advantage of 
the higher elevation and decreased flooding potential and to limit the impact and 
management needs of the site‘s pedestrian use corridors. Careful trail siting provides for a 
range of viewing opportunities from ancillary features that provide elevated views, such 
as earthen mounds and a viewing tower (Figure 64), to ground level screened views of 
wildlife, such as viewing blinds. The site presently features viewing blinds and earthen 
mounds. The proposal calls for the grassed earthen mound technique to be applied in key 
areas on site. The viewing blinds will be redesigned to improve aesthetics through use of 
simple concrete forms, see Figure 65. Outfitting interior walls with interpretive panels 
will improve the function.  
 In addition to developing the site‘s visual accessibility, the proposal also enhances 
physical access to the Environmental Demonstration Area with a trail system that is 
extensive in its length and features. An illustrative trail map of Ellis Bay Access Area and 
the Environmental Demonstration Area shows the numbered trail system and proposed 
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features in Figure 66. The Environmental Demonstration Area‘s trail network is 
accessible from the main trail head at Ellis Bay Access Area‘s outdoor visitor center and 
from the parking area at Teal Pond. Its twelve trails range in length and opportunities. 
 The trail is designed to heighten the visitor‘s experience of the resource and 
promote a greater understanding of the site‘s habitat function. Specific attention is placed 
to highlight the sites function within the Mississippi River flyway and the role the Corps‘ 
active water level management program and burn management program play in 
sustaining this habitat. Trails will be didactic, interpreting select views and experiences 
with signage, demonstration gardens, and outdoor rooms. Demonstration gardens and 
outdoor classrooms will be sited just adjacent to the trail. The classrooms are designed to 
be multifunctional. These spaces will afford seating for small groups and will offer a 
place for quiet rest and reflection and for classes that are ranger lead or community based. 
Examples of such classroom functions include outdoor painting, yoga, nature study, and 
photography (P. McGinnis, interview, July 20, 2004).  
 
Figure 64. Drawing illustrating the improved viewing experience the proposed blinds will afford the 
visitor. 
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Figure 65. The sketch shows the proposed viewing blind concept.  
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 The main trail from Ellis Bay Access Area outdoor visitor center into the 
Environmental Demonstration Area, referred to as the tower view prairie marsh garden 
loop trail, is designed to concentrate heavy site use near the roadway by affording a range 
of viewing and interpretive opportunities, see Figure 67. To maintain general visitor 
interest and reduce habitat disturbance the main trail will be from one-half mile to a one-
mile in length and will be sited near the periphery of the habitat area (Ham, 1992). To 
promote visitor engagement the trail design includes two key elements: a viewing tower, 
shown in Figure 68, and a demonstration garden, revealed in Figure 69. The viewing 
tower will provide aerial views that reveal landform patterns, increase the visibility of the 
water management program, offer improved bird viewing opportunities, and enhance the 
connection between river and site. The demonstration garden will reveal the function and 
management approach for the prairie marsh habitat. Sited adjacent to the trail, the garden 
concept abstracts then arranges habitat types based on their soil moisture content, ranging 
from dry to mesic to wet conditions. It then narrates the relationship between plant and 
soil compositions and species use needs. This small scale representation contains the 
site‘s primary habitat types in three raised concrete cubes to define each habitat type and 
to establish a visual connection with Lock and Dam 26. The garden also elevates the 
water control structures to manage water levels and further emphasize the Corps‘ active 
role in water management. 
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 Figure 67. Map highlighting the main trail loop into the Environmental Demonstration Area and showing 
its features. 
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Figure 68. Concept sketch of the viewing tower proposed for the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s 
main trail.  
 
Figure 69. Concept drawing of the prairie –marsh demonstration garden proposed for the Environmental 
Demonstration Area.  
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Concepts for interpretive signage 
The interpretive program proposed for the Environmental Demonstration Area functions 
as an extension of visitor center program at Ellis Bay Access Area revealing the natural 
diversity and significance of the Mississippi River and its floodplain. At key points along 
the trail, regional and site-specific themes are interpreted with gardens and signage. 
Materials will be either fire resistant or removable since the Environmental 
Demonstration Area‘s habitat area is managed with controlled burns.          
Theme: Natural Significance of the Mississippi River Floodplain 
Subtheme 1. Demonstrate the importance of habitat protection and restoration, 
specifically prairie marsh habitat noting how this habitat was once 
the dominant prehistoric land cover in the area.  
Subtheme 2.  Highlight the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s role in the 
Mississippi River Flyway. Provide examples of site use by several 
species of water birds.  
Subtheme 3. Reveal how the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s water 
management program provides water bird habitat with a seasonal 
diagram revealing the changes within a typical water channel cross 
section. 
Subtheme 4. Illustrate how the plant compositions within the prairie marsh area 
are related to soil moisture content.  
Subtheme 5. Reveal why signs are made of specific materials to resist burns. 
Explain how the Corps‘ use controlled burns to manage prairie 
habitat. How this control measure prevents the growth of invasive 
plants and limits the successional advancement of shrub growth.   
 The Environmental Demonstration Area‘s five interpretive sub-themes are 
explored in greater detail in the following paragraphs. The first interpretive sub-theme 
reveals the importance of habitat protection and restoration, specifically in river corridor 
areas which are high in species richness. The site‘s habitat composition will be examined 
by revealing its original, past, and current functions. Comparisons will be made between 
the habitat function of agricultural land and prairie. Information will be presented to show 
how prairie was the dominant regional land cover during prehistoric times, how the 
draining and isolation of the floodplain land from the river resulted in a loss of this 
habitat, and how in some areas, the Environmental Demonstration Area for example 
where this habitat has been restored. Connections will be established with the Lincoln 
Shields Recreation Area prairie –agriculture garden.  
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 The second sub-theme highlights the Environmental Demonstration Area‘s role 
within the Mississippi River Flyway. Interpretive panels will be used to provide 
orientation as well as functional descriptions. Outfitted by maps, the signs will place the 
site within the flyway and reveal specific migration distances and bird routes. The site‘s 
heavy use by water birds will also be addressed. These themes will be introduced at the 
viewing tower and interpreted at other locations along the trail.  
 The third and most site-specific interpretive sub-theme will show how the Corps‘ 
water management program provides habitat for migratory and non-migratory water 
birds. This interpretive panel will be situated at a point along the trail that features a 
water channel cross section. The panel will consist of a series of seasonal diagrams of the 
water channel cross section, as illustrated in Figure 70. These diagrams will be used to 
simplify the Corps‘ seasonal water management approach and highlight the correlation 
between species use and specific habitat conditions.  
 The fourth sub-theme draws additional attention to the water management 
program by visualizing the relationship between soil moisture content and the presence of 
plant species. This theme is the central idea behind the prairie – marsh demonstration 
garden. It presents the visitor with a side by side comparison of the site‘s three basic 
habitats of dry, mesic, and wet moisture regimes. Interpretive signage will explain the 
role and composition of each habitat and soil type provoking the visitor to contemplate 
what is happening above and below ground.   
 The fifth sub-theme introduces the Corps‘ rotational burn management practices 
for the prairie. Since fire is a topic of interest to many, this technique may spark visitor 
interest. Interpretive panels will convey technical information about the historic role fire 
played in prairie health, the specific management process, and why controlled burns are a 
necessary component of prairie management.  
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Figure 70. Seasonal diagrams of a typical water channel cross section in the Environmental Demonstration Area that depict the changing habitat conditions and associated species uses. This represents a conceptual idea for a site specific 
interpretive panel.
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Ellis Island 
Overview 
The proposal for Ellis Island seeks to restore its habitat and recreation functions and 
therefore strengthen its connection with the Mississippi River. The overall plan sets out to 
balance functions in a manner that responds to the area‘s high and frequent potential for 
flooding. The proposal introduces a recreation program that will dramatically increase 
site use opportunities both for the general visitor and for existing use groups, such as 
birders and fisherman. The design works to improve site aesthetics and opportunities. The 
main concept is to reestablish vehicular site access as the main use corridor (Spring 
studio project, 2004).  The road design promotes strong river connections by featuring a 
sequence of controlled views ranging from wooded enclosures to open river views, see 
proposal in Figure 71. It will also reveal the site‘s close proximity to and unusually low 
elevation with the Mississippi River channel, an uncommon condition that reflects the 
historic floodplain.  
Roadway 
To ensure the site‘s habitat function the proposed roadway will function as Ellis Island‘s 
main use corridor. This concentrated use approach will protect key habitat areas and 
allow habitat restorations to be made in other stretches of land, thereby increasing water 
bird site use. The proposal broadens Ellis Island‘s habitat diversity to include forest, 
edge, prairie, pond and sandbar communities.  
 The proposed road will transect many of these habitats, creating a movement 
corridor that paints a picture of floodplain diversity, as revealed in Figure 72. As the road 
bisects each habitat, the design emphasizes a series of framed views. When the visitor 
travels along the road the distinct community structure and varied plant composition of 
each habitat will be made visible, including obvious habitat differences between forest 
and pond and less obvious habitat differences between forest and edge communities. A 
roadside interpretive area will further interpret the habitat diversity and differences along 
the roadway.
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Figure 71. Schematic drawing of changes proposed for Elis Island.
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Figure 72. Cross-section view through a portion of Ellis Island‘s proposed roadway which depicts the 
diverse habitats the visitor will experience while driving. 
Visitor use 
Within Ellis Island visitor use will be restricted to the road and a collection of recreation 
areas. Bike use will be limited to the roadway. The road shoulder, like the rest of the 
roads on site, will function as a bike path linking to the site‘s larger network of bike 
accessible trails. The proposed recreation areas will support active and passive uses 
including river watching, bird watching, fishing, hiking, biking, guided learning, and 
resting. The design proposes a primary recreation area with vehicular access and several 
smaller garden rooms accessible by trail. It calls for limited infrastructure to ensure 
habitat protection and to reduce site maintenance because of its high flood potential.  
Recreation area 
The majority of visitor use will be concentrated within the main recreation area, sited 
adjacent to the parking lot at the terminus of the proposed access road. The design directs 
visitors toward the Mississippi River revealing it‘s proximity to and connection with the 
river, while also emphasizing it‘s importance and magnificence. This location affords 
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notable panoramic views. These include the cross river view of the main river channel 
with Alton, IL in the background, the Clark Bridge upstream, and Lock and Dam 26 
downstream. Ellis Island‘s primary recreation area will offer group and individual seating 
areas, shaded locations, and interpretive elements. From this location visitors can access a 
small network of trails that connect with a handful of nearby outdoor rooms. These small 
use areas will provide opportunities for fishing, bird viewing, and resting. Two rooms 
will focus on enhanced bird viewing opportunities. One room will be located at the 
existing viewing blind which offers views to Least Tern Island. The proposal redesigns 
the structure to increase it‘s accessibility and function. Similar to the changes proposed in 
the Environmental Demonstration Area, the blind will be constructed of concrete and 
interior walls will be equipped with interpretive panels specific to the view shed and for 
typical bird species use. Other outdoor rooms will consist of small clearings with minimal 
features that are often limited to simple log bench seating areas. These areas will be 
tucked into the central part of the site and along the water edge.  
Concepts for interpretive signage 
Theme: Cultural and Natural Significance of the Mississippi River Floodplain 
Subtheme 1. Reveal the diversity and significance of the habitat restoration 
transect along the roadway. 
Subtheme 2. Convey the site‘s relationship with the Mississippi River. Explain 
the concept of river flooding from a normal spring surge to a major 
flood such as the flood of 1993. Reveal flood levels at the site, 
Lock and Dam 26 further downstream, and on the grain elevators 
sited across the river. 
Subtheme 3. Reveal the significance of Least Tern Island‘s sand bar habitat. 
Explain the factors impacting the loss of this habitat and the 
USACE and other agency‘s efforts for maintenance and active 
management. Highlight a few bird species that rely on this habitat.  
Subtheme 4. Demonstrate how the area was once an island with historic images 
and by physically demarcating the location of the old Alton slough. 
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Explain the concept of a backwater habitat and reveal the species 
that depend on it. 
Subtheme 5. Reveal Ellis Island‘s specific histories such as its use for ice 
harvest and as a place for homesteading. 
 
Maple Island Access Area  
Overview 
Unlike the rest of the site proposal, the proposal for Maple Island Access Area does not 
change the area function nor does it make considerable site modifications, see the concept 
sketch in Figure 73. The limited changes do not reflect a lack of potential as the site 
successfully functions as a fishing location and roadway turnaround. Small improvements 
are proposed to enhance the visitor‘s site experience. The largest change is the roadway 
realignment; the design makes the approach more appealing and includes a separate 
parking area for vehicles with a trailer. Other proposed enhancements consist of a short 
trail, seating areas, and interpretive content, all of which will be either flood tolerant or 
removable since the site is prone to frequent flooding, see Figure 74. Concrete blocks will 
replace the existing metal guardrail, functioning as a seat-wall while also fulfilling the 
original function. Interpretive elements are designed using site and regionally specific 
stories to support the interpretive program at Maple Island Access Area which centers on 
the cultural significance of the Mississippi River and its floodplain. 
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Figure 73. Schematic drawing of changes proposed for Maple Island Access Area.
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Figure 74. View drawings of Maple Island Access Area show several of the proposed changes. 
Concepts for Interpretive Signage 
Theme: Cultural Significance of the Mississippi River Floodplain 
Maple Island Access Areas adjacency to Lock and Dam 26 and it‘s low floodplain 
elevation present an excellent setting to reveal the Corps‘ overall approach to river 
management. Although this approach is already interpreted across the river at the 
National Great Rivers Museum it will be interpreted again, as there is merit in revealing 
the significance of the resource at the actual resource. This reiteration will also strengthen 
the site‘s connections with the region, the National Great Rivers Museum, and the 
historic site of Lock and Dam 26 at Lincoln Shields Recreation Area. Panels will offer a 
broad interpretation of river management by addressing advancements in management 
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projects to facilitate the river as an economically viable waterway. It began with the 
removal of debris from the river channel, progressed to the four foot navigation project, 
then to the nine foot navigation project, and included additional improvements such as 
the Lock and Dam 26 replacement situated in the site‘s foreground. 
Subtheme 1. Depict the Corps‘ Mississippi River management system of 
stepped pools and Locks and Dams, using the adjacent Lock and 
Dam 26 as an example. 
Subtheme 2. Highlight specifications of the original and the replacement Lock 
and Dam 26. 
Subtheme 3. Convey typical open and closed river conditions near Lock and 
Dam 26 and also reveal historic flood elevations, such as the floods 
of 1993 and 1995. 
 The application of Maple Island Access Area‘s interpretive sub-themes will be 
further explored. An introductory interpretive panel will present the Corps‘ stepped pool 
and lock and dam system of river management. Another panel will provide site scale 
information by illustrating the existing and original positions of Lock and Dam 26 within 
the river management system and interpreting their historical and present day 
significance. An additional panel will interpret the physical details of Lock and Dam 26 
replacement to showcase the scale and significance of this adjacent resource. A different 
panel will be designed to incite the visitor to think about the concept of flooding through 
the use of visual and verbal accounts from a historic and a recent flood event. The 
interpretive elements will reinforce the topic of Mississippi River flooding by providing 
visual clues to significant water elevations, such as the site‘s typical open river and 
managed river levels and the historic flood stage conditions during the flood of 1993 and 
1995. A concrete marker will be sited next to the interpretive panel about flooding. This 
pole will be notched at historic flood elevations to help visitors visualize the height of the 
flood stage in relation to their own height. 
Summary 
This concludes the proposal for the USACE Rivers Project Office site situated between 
Pool 26 and Pool 27 in the Mississippi River floodplain in West Alton, MO. The new site 
experience is revealed in the schematic master plan and proposed trail map shown in 
Figure 75. The proposal, ‗Containing Ground‘, includes recommendations for overall site 
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changes as well as area specific recommendations for the site‘s Lincoln Shields 
Recreation Area, Ellis Island, Ellis Bay Access Area, Environmental Demonstration 
Area, and Maple Island Access Area. The implementation of this design will shift the site 
function from a managed restoration area for water birds with occasional recreational use 
to a regional tourist destination center with balanced restoration, recreation, and 
education functions. This landscape-based design solution will not only transform the 
public‘s view and use of the site, but will also enhance the potential that the visitor will 
come away with a stronger understanding and appreciation for the Mississippi River and 
it‘s surrounding floodplain landscape.  
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Figure 75. Schematic master plan and proposed trail map for the USACE Rivers Project Ofice site in West Alton, MO. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION 
General Summary 
Within an area rich with visitor opportunities and within a site already marked for public 
access and use, this proposal outlines the changes needed to increase site usage while also 
laying the foundation for a balanced yet unique site program. This USACE Rivers Project 
Office site covering 3,700 acres in the middle of the Mississippi River floodplain consists 
of six use areas. It is made up of land set aside in conjunction with the Lock and Dam 26 
replacement project and with land from the original Lock and Dam 26 site. In accordance 
with the law, the site affords habitat restoration areas and public use areas with recreation 
and education opportunities.  
 The proposal moves beyond the initial project of development of a trail network 
to a more complex project of the establishment of a site program and master plan. While 
trail networks are a common and effective element for increasing pedestrian use, the 
existing site condition required a more holistic response. The overall site analysis and 
proposed master plan and program will prove to be much more resourceful. In the 
proposal, the trail network represents merely one component of the suggested 
improvements for pedestrian use opportunities. This site- and resource-specific proposal 
presents the Rivers Project Office with an alternative approach to use and development of 
the site. 
 Several measures are recommended to transform the site from its existing state as 
a restoration area that offers minimal recreation and education opportunities, into a 
balanced and integrated site with equally weighted restoration, recreation, and education 
functions. The proposal transforms the site into an outdoor regional visitor center. It 
allows it to function as a destination point amid the existing collection of culturally and 
naturally significant sites within the area and expressly as an outdoor extension of the 
nearby Corps‘ National Great Rivers Research and Education Center. The design takes 
advantage of the existing pool of tourists in the middle Mississippi River region by 
creating a unique didactic floodplain environment with emphasis on the outdoor 
experience. Expansion of pedestrian use opportunities includes key orientation and 
157 
 
interpretive areas and a trail network. Development also includes the restoration of 
additional lands to improve the site‘s habitat function and to offer educational 
opportunities. The visitor is engaged through the use of interpretation to generate and 
enhance public awareness and understanding of the Mississippi River Corridor.  
 The proposal will take advantage of the existing framework to release the hidden 
potentials of the site. The Corps‘ Rivers Project Office can transform this site into a 
regional tourist destination center with an appropriate plan of action. This proposed 
program and master plan offer suggestions and plans to make this a reality. The overall 
site theme reveals the natural and cultural significance of the middle Mississippi River 
and its floodplain.   
 Potential is found in the site‘s location. It is easily accessible within the St. Louis 
metropolitan region in an area referred to as the Meeting of the Great Rivers. Cultural and 
natural tourism opportunities abound within the middle Mississippi River Valley, making 
the region a popular tourist destination. The proposal strives to integrate the site within 
this existing network. While nearby locations such as Cahokia Mounds and The Lewis 
and Clark Museum document a specific cultural period or an event in time, the adjacent 
National Great Rivers Research and Education Center provides an overview of several 
Mississippi River histories. The proposal for the Corps‘ land area in West Alton, 
Missouri, functions as an outdoor extension of the National Great Rivers Research and 
Education Center by revealing in greater depth the natural and cultural history of the river 
and its floodplain.  
 The site‘s placement within the river‘s floodplain is also noteworthy, not only for 
its experiential qualities, but also for it‘s habitat function within the Mississippi River 
Flyway. This low lying grassed landscape directly adjacent to the main river channel 
offers a unique river perspective. The proposal orients the visitor toward the river through 
a sequence of approaches and with framed or panoramic views. The habitat restoration 
area draws a myriad of birds and birders. The proposal builds on the success of this 
restoration project by increasing visitor access and promoting greater understanding and 
awareness. The process of interpretation is used to reveal the site‘s habitat function 
highlighting the Corps‘ management approach, habitat significance at a site and 
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ecosystem scale, bird use, and the significance of restoration projects. The proposal then 
expands the restoration program to include additional areas and habitat types.  
 The existing framework presents a strong foundation for the project. The term 
framework is used to refer to the elements of management, infrastructure, and written 
guidelines. Managed as a public use area the site offers opportunities for recreation and 
education. While insufficient for the scale and location of the site, these functions are 
already part of the site program and therefore represent an excellent starting point for 
further development. Site management also includes a habitat restoration area. This 
active management approach is wildly successful with water birds and is a popular 
location for bird viewing. The proposal expands these restoration efforts to include 
additional areas and community types, with alterations that are beneficial for both man 
and bird. Management also refers to the direct supervision by the Rivers Project Office 
staff, as their project headquarters are on site affording an opportunity for frequent and 
careful monitoring. Infrastructure is already in place with a main road that connects the 
site‘s use areas. These areas and their proposed functions are outlined in the Corp‘s 
Rivers Project Office Master Plan, a written guideline for future development which also 
outlines their overall missions and objectives. The proposal builds from this existing 
framework to unify the site experience and enhance visitor opportunities with the 
development of the restoration, education, and recreation functions. 
 The proposal enhances the site‘s restoration function with expansion, education, 
protection of the resource and with increased access. Restoration efforts will extend 
beyond the Environmental Demonstration Area and will also include additional habitat 
communities such as a floodplain forest. The proposal establishes this collection of native 
floodplain habitat types not only to increase habitat diversity, but also to offer the visitor 
with a representative sampling of historical floodplain plant communities common to the 
middle Mississippi River Valley. Similar to an arboretum, this plant collection will 
feature a trail system, interpretive signage, and demonstration gardens. This 
reestablishment of pre-settlement landscape communities provides an excellent 
opportunity to educate the visitor about the natural history of the region, the significance 
of restoration projects, and the role of habitat at a site and an ecosystem scale.  
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 Visitor use must be considered as it can impact species use. Several measures will 
be enacted to insure habitat protection and limit disturbance such as careful placement, 
concentrating use, screening, and limiting accessibility during migration periods. Groups 
such as birders are interested in improved access. Therefore the proposed trail will be 
outfitted with viewing opportunities such as viewing blinds, towers, decks, and mounds. 
Improved pedestrian access is also a priority in these restoration areas, but the site‘s 
habitat function will remain the primary consideration.  
 Considerable changes are proposed to broaden the site‘s insufficient education 
function which relies on guided interpretive programs in select areas. The proposal 
realizes the Corps River Project Office‘s view of the site as an ―outdoor classroom‖ 
(USACE, 2001, sec. 2, p.15). This is accomplished by establishing an interpretive 
program in which site specific objectives, goals, and themes are defined and then used as 
guidelines in developing interpretive site elements. A primary objective is to generate 
awareness and create positive visitor associations with the Mississippi River and its 
floodplain landscape. The program is designed to appeal to a range of site users with 
different skill levels, age groups, and interests. The large site scale permits the 
interpretation of several regional and site specific topics in support of this theme. The 
design orients views; frames view sheds, and highlights panoramas to provoke the visitor 
to think about the resource. Interpretive elements are integrated into the site‘s restoration 
and recreation areas either as self guided or guided opportunities. These will include 
demonstration gardens, viewing areas, outdoor rooms, roadside stops, and signage but, 
the heart of the educational program will occur within the two proposed outdoor visitor 
centers.  
 The overall effect will establish and enhance visitor understanding of the 
resource, the Mississippi River, and these associations will be translated into stewardship. 
An important step in ensuring the river‘s future as a viable and healthy system is to 
design experiences that establish positive visitor river associations. There is no better 
place to interpret the Mississippi River and it‘s floodplain than within the floodplain.  
 The proposal extends the existing recreation function from its narrow appeal to 
offer opportunities that reflect the site scale and the Corps‘ objectives. Current use groups 
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are limited to fisherman, birders, and educationalists. The expanded program will support 
a wider range of use groups from general tourists to history buffs and will include 
opportunities for active and passive use. The proposal emphasizes the pedestrian 
experience by shifting use areas from parking lots and roadways to include opportunities 
for interior access. Landscape features consist of two primary visitor centers, several 
secondary orientation areas, a series of garden rooms, and a trail network. Functioning as 
a secondary spine the trail network creates another movement corridor connecting areas 
on site, providing increased access, and featuring a range of site experiences. Site 
changes range from minimal, such as Maple Island Access Area where seating and 
interpretive information are added, to extensive, in Lincoln Shields Recreation Area 
where the parking lot is reduced to become a park-like outdoor visitor center.  
 In summary, the design creates an outdoor regional visitor center that showcases 
the unique histories of the middle Mississippi River Floodplain. The integration and 
development of the site‘s restoration, recreation, and education functions strengthens the 
site program and transforms its separate use areas into a unified experience. The 
proposal, titled Containing Ground, is outlined in greater detail in the following section 
by summarizing the proposal for each of the sites six use areas: the Environmental 
Demonstration Area, Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, Ellis Island, Ellis Bay Access 
Area, and Maple Island Access Area. Area specific summaries demonstrate how 
connections with the site and the Mississippi River will be established, the efforts taken 
to instill in the visitor a sense of these connections, and the reasons why the river and its 
floodplain are significant.  
Area Specific Summary 
Environmental Demonstration Area  
As an actively managed prairie-marsh area, the proposal carefully integrates increased 
visitor use opportunities to protect the site‘s successful habitat function, specifically its 
water bird use. Pedestrian use is concentrated along the main trail loop sited near its 
periphery and accessible from the Ellis Bay Access Area visitor center. The main trail 
traverses by range of habitat types (mesic prairie, wet prairie, marsh, and pond 
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communities) and offers enhanced viewing opportunities and interpretive experiences 
(viewing tower, mounds, blinds and a prairie marsh demonstration garden). Here the 
significance and purpose of habitat restorations is interpreted by revealing the actual 
management of and functional role the Environmental Demonstration Area plays within 
the larger Mississippi River Flyway. Extending beyond the main trail, a network of 
secondary use trails offer interior access and afford additional viewing opportunities and 
interpretive experiences. 
Lincoln Shields Recreation Area 
This historically rich and relatively unused site is transformed into a park with an outdoor 
visitor center. The design supports heavy visitor use because unlike most of the site, use 
is not restricted to protect habitat. Here the interpretive program recounts the historical 
and present day cultural significance of the Mississippi River and its floodplain. Tourists 
are introduced to this theme at the visitor center, while specific interpretive stories are 
revealed along the trail network. Tangible histories, such as the site’s transportation use 
at the historic Lock and Dam 26 gate, and intangible histories, such as its function as a 
burial site, are presented along a walk-able interpretive timeline and within several 
garden rooms. In addition to the interpretive program, the visitor center also provides 
orientation to the site and its position within the Mississippi River watershed. The 
proposal replaces much of the asphalt parking lot with opportunities for recreation and 
education. It establishes a cohesive site experience, which is demonstrated through the 
incorporation of the remote West Alton Bike Trail with the trail network. Proposed 
changes reflect the site’s low elevation and close proximity to the water channel by 
concentrating uses near the site’s interior and on elevated dikes and also by using flood 
tolerant materials, especially within the site’s extensive flat land area.    
Ellis Island 
Although originally marked for recreation, visitor use of Ellis Island is infrequent. The 
site functions mainly as a water bird habitat. The proposal restores the recreation 
function, while carefully preserving and enhancing habitat. To achieve this, the design 
emphasizes the vehicular experience and concentrates pedestrian use areas. This limited 
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site development is also a response to the areas high and frequent potential for flooding. 
The proposed linear road functions as the main travel corridor transecting a sample of 
regional floodplain habitats and highlighting the connection with the Mississippi River. 
Recreational use opportunities center on the road terminus at the river‘s edge which 
features shaded gathering areas, seating opportunities, interpretive signs, and trail 
segments that provide access to a collection of outdoor rooms. The experience focuses on 
viewing and the proximity to the river and design elements, such as framed river views 
that emphasize the river site connection.  
Ellis Bay Access Area 
As the location where most visitors stop in search of site information, this centrally 
located area has the highest site elevation and is home to the Rivers Project Office 
headquarters. Current visitors receive little information. Therefore the proposal 
introduces a visitor center function into the landscape. Much like the visitor center 
proposed for Lincoln Shields Recreation Area, emphasis is placed on orientation to the 
site and the resource, the Mississippi River. The site‘s position in between the Ellis Bay 
water body and the Environmental Demonstration Areas habitat restoration emphasize 
the river site connection. The trail design strengthens this connection by linking areas and 
directing views toward the river. Here the interpretive program introduces visitors to the 
natural significance of the river and it‘s floodplain. It reveals the process and implications 
of habitat restoration and management. The program also interprets the function at a site 
and ecosystem scale by looking at water bird use within the Mississippi River Flyway. In 
addition, the program provides an information clearinghouse for regional floodplain 
habitats. This introduction to the site‘s collection of historically common habitats 
illustrates the diversity of the floodplain as well as the tremendous changes that have 
occurred on these lands, stressing the importance of restoration. Habitat types include 
prairie, marsh, pond, shrub, forest, mudflat, and sand bar.   
 The outdoor visitor center at Ellis Bay Access Area also functions as a trail head 
for a network of trails that extend into the Environmental Demonstration Area and for the 
bike and pedestrian trail that follows the road shoulder. Trails extend beyond the visitor 
center into Ellis Bay Access Area‘s proposed forested terrace garden and prairie habitat. 
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The garden features a representative transect of floodplain forest terraces. It reaches from 
the mudflats at the river edge to the roadway. The proposed prairie habitat extends from 
the neighboring Environmental Demonstration Area into the site to enhance area 
connections.    
Maple Island Access Area  
Only minor changes are proposed for this heavily used roadway turn around and 
recreational use area located at the foot of Lock and Dam 26. Since it is subjected to 
frequent and prolonged flood conditions, proposed materials will be flood tolerant or 
removable. The design objectives are twofold. They improve the visitor experience and 
the site‘s connection with the Mississippi River. The proposal realigns the roadway and 
introduces a trail. It also adds an educational layer, with interpretative elements and 
signage, and introduces functional elements, such as a seating area to increase the site‘s 
appeal. The interpretive program reveals the function of the colossal lock and dam, 
situated in the site‘s foreground, as well as the overall role of the Mississippi River‘s 
Lock and Dam system. This information strengthens connections with Lincoln Shields 
Recreation Area, where a portion of the original Lock and Dam 26 stands, and with the 
neighboring National Great Rivers Museum, where the story of Mississippi River 
navigation and management is also revealed. The proposal establishes direct and specific 
connections between this floodplain site and the larger Mississippi River landscape in an 
effort to increase awareness of their significance.  
Mississippi River  
The Mississippi is a grand river, significant for its cultural and natural history and it‘s 
present day function. Cultural advancements and shifting river uses have changed not 
only the rivers shape, but many of its features. USACE projects made the river navigable, 
dramatically altering its natural function. Within the river corridor ensuing development 
and cultural advancements overused the resource. With time and the passage of 
environmentally driven legislation, a shift toward balanced management practices 
occurred. USACE continues to manage the river as a navigable watercourse. They now 
manage habitat restoration projects and recreational and educational public use 
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opportunities, along with many other agencies and organizations. Their project land in 
West Alton, MO, the focus of this project, is one location where these shifts occurred. A 
site that in the 1930‘s functioned primarily for navigation and presently offers restoration, 
recreation, and education functions in addition to navigation.  
 For the river to continue to function as a culturally and naturally significant 
resource the public must place value in it. To establish resource associations, the USACE 
commonly provides visitors with information about the site and about their role as land 
managers. USACE land in West Alton, MO does not currently offer such information. 
The proposal overcomes this insufficiency by designing experiences that promote a 
greater awareness and understanding of the Mississippi River and its floodplain. It 
interprets the historic and present day natural and cultural significance of the resource. 
The aim is to instill the visitor with the intrinsic value of Mississippi River and it‘s 
floodplain with the ultimate goal that they will come away with a stronger appreciation 
and understanding of the resource.     
Future Potential  
The proposal has three potential uses. The intended function of the project is to provide 
the USACE Rivers Project Office with an overall site master plan, use program, and 
interpretive program. This will offer a solution that overcomes existing site issues while 
also realizing its true potential and the Corps‘ objectives. While the entire project may 
not be implemented, the hope is that some elements may be incorporated into the site. 
Potential applications include its use as a reference for Corps‘ staff in establishing 
development plans, as a source of revenue generation for cost sharing partnerships, and 
as a tool in developing guided and self guided interpretive programs.  
 The secondary function of the proposal is as an exemplar for other USACE 
offices of a balanced, effective, and engaging site master plan and program. The Corps‘ 
oversee countless acres of land within the Mississippi River Corridor and beyond. They 
have the potential to make positive lasting changes. This can be accomplished through 
increasing public awareness of the river. This document reveals how this can be achieved 
at the site in West Alton, MO. The third potential use of the proposal is as a reference by 
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other landscape architecture students of a complex site program and master plan that uses 
the process of interpretation to reveal the resource. 
 Regardless of whether the proposal is used for it‘s primary, secondary, or tertiary 
function or for all three, it provided the author with a significant learning experience. The 
project afforded a tremendous opportunity to work with a real client and site to create a 
solution, in the form of a master plan and program, for a complex site problem.  
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